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This study will examine the overall health regime developed for and
by the black American slave on ante bell urn plantations during the thirty
year span I83O to i860. Emphasis will be placed on outlining: (1) the
endemic and epidemic diseases which afflicted the black slave population,
(2) the quality and quantity of food, clothing, and shelter allocated to
the slave, and (3) the system of plantation medicine, folk and conventional,
ministered to and by the bondsmen. Particular emphasis will be placed
upon the health care practices developed among Georgia slaves and planters.
Much previous research has been conducted in the area of plantation
health care, numerous papers have been written by various scholars and
one full-length study exist,^ but nothing has been attempted in this area
in the past twenty-five years. Moreover, past researchers have utilized
exclusively plantation records, ante bellum Southern medical journals and,
to a much lesser extent, contemporary travel accounts in their efforts to
paint a picture of the health care of slaves.
My contribution to the continually growing body of historical re¬
search on American slavery will make ample use of slave narratives and
letters in an attempt to shed further light on plantation health care
from a long neglected primary source.
This study assumes, from the outset, that the health care practices
^William D. Postel1, The Health of Slaves on Southern Plantations
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1951).
1
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established for slaves were not substantially different from those
existing for whites and free blacks given the primitive state of medi¬
cal science of the period and the exacting conditions imposed by frontier
life. Furthermore, it is reasonable to assume that since the slave was
a valuable piece of property, the major asset of the planter and the
mainstay of southern agriculture, the conscientious planter went to great
lengths to keep his human stock healthy and at peak bodily vigor.
CHAPTER I
THE DISEASES OF BLACK AMERICANS ON SOUTHERN
PLANTATIONS: I83O-I86O
Very early in the history of the colonies, the planters became
aware of the importance of providing adequate care for the health of
their slaves for the loss of even one slave meant the loss of his most
valuable piece of property, the loss of too many often meant bankruptcy
and financial ruin. Thus it would seem only reasonable that a planter
kept his human stock at the height of their physical vigor, for they were
his machines and represented an investment of thousands of dollars.^
Through a slow process of trial and error, the planters gradually
acquired a certain degree of medical acumen given the primitive state of
medicine practiced during the nineteenth century. According to the
medical theory of the day, disease was assumed to be caused by decaying
animal and vegetable matter which were transmitted to human beings by
"impure airs and waters." To rid the body of these poisons, physicians
According to Frederick Bancroft, Slave Trading in the Old South
(Baltimore: J. Hurst Co., 1931)» PP» 3^0-341. "A prime field hand
such as was valued at less than $300 about 1790 readily sold for from
$1,000 to $1,200 and sometimes more by i860. ... On the old plantation,
the slave was by far the most costly item. In the Southwest, a prime
field hand would sell for more than ten or fifteen horses. . . or for
scores of cattle, sheep, and hogs."
3
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resorted to bleeding, blistering, and purging. Bleeding and purging were
2standard treatment for such diseases as dysentery, cholera, and pleurisy.
This therapy, no doubt, hurried to an early grave many a patient who
might have survived if he had been denied the services of a doctor. For
many of the illnesses that afflicted the slave, especially pneumonia and
diseases of the gastro-intestinal tract, which were the greatest killers
3of Blacks, the services of a physician were either useless or hopeless.
Perhaps this accounts for two beliefs which enjoyed wide currency through-
4
out plantation culture: "A nigger would get well anyway,” and "To send
for the doctor is to give up the case.”^ Doctors were effective, how¬
ever, with cases requiring minor surgery such as opening abscesses,
removing teeth, and setting bones. They were also helpful in treating
hernias which were quite common among the slave population.^
In the period I83O to i860, much that was characteristic of the South
was characteristic of other frontier areas of the nation as well. Poor
roads, lack of schools, the home as an institution where life was centered.
2
Samuel A. Cartwright, "Remarks on Dynsentery Among Negroes," New
Orleans Medical and Surgical Journal 2 (1854): 146-163.
3
Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the Cross: The
Economics of American Negro Slavery (Boston: Little, Brown and Co.,
1974), p. 121.
4
Josiah Henson, The Life of Josiah Henson (Boston: A. D. Phelps,
1849), p. 38.
5
Benjamin Botkins, ed., Lay My Burden Down: A Folk History of
SIavery (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1945)» p. 86; R. 0.
Mallard, Plantation Life Before Emancipation (Richmond: Whittet &
Shepperson. 1892). p. 34; R. B. Flanders. Plantation Slavery in Georgia
(Chapel Hill; University of North Carolina, 1933)» P* 164.
Fogel and Engerman, Time on the Cross, p. 121.
5
the individualism of the farmer who was forced to solve his own problems,
are all distinctive of rural life. Self-reliance and pragmatism were
also evident in regards to the care of the sick. The rural resident, far
from medical facilities, inadequate as they might have been, was forced
to develop his own regime for the care of the sick and injured.^ The
home became the dispensary of medicine and it was generally the planter,
his wife and/or the overseer who became the principal agents ministering
g
to the sick slave. Because a knowledge of medicine was all important
in the plantation regime, many planters were themselves trained in the
9medical knowledge of their day and would often contract themselves out
to their neighbors.
Sound health practices in the South were further complicated by
climate. The long, hot summer and heavy rainfall coupled with poor drain¬
age facilities augmented the breeding of flies and mosquitoes as well as
gave rise to intestinal diseases. The ubiquitous practice of going bare¬
foot invited certain pari si tic infest ions. Winter was marked by res-
Thomas Affleck, "On the Hygiene of Cotton Plantations and the
Management of Negro Slaves," Southern Medical Reports II (I85O): 429-^36.
See William D. Postell's The Health of Slaves on Southern Plantations,
Chapter six for a detailed discussion of the development of health care
regimes among Southern planters.
g
William K. Scarborough, The Overseer; Plantation Management in
the Old South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1966),
p. 84; Postell, Health of Slaves, pp. 4-5; also see, John Roles, Inside
View of Slavery; Twenty-five Years Resident of Natchez, Ten Years a
Cotton Overseer (New York; J. S. Gray and Green, 1864), pp. 25-26.
9
Mary L. Marshall, "Plantation Medicine," Bulletin of the Medical
Library Association 26 (January 1938); 119«
^^Richard H. Shyrock, "Medical Practice in the Old South," South
Atlantic Quarterly 29 (April 1930): 172. Also see Fogel and Engerman,
Time on the Cross, p. 120.
6
piratory diseases of all kinds.^^
For the Afro-American, in addition to the rigorous frontier and
climatic conditions, health care was further complicated by the theories
concerning his uniqueness as a human being. Contemporary medical opinion
held that Africans, being subhuman, required different medical treatment
from whites. Dr. Samuel Cartwright, a prominent Southern physician and
educator whose name was synonomous with medicine in Mississippi and
Louisiana castigated planters "who well knew from dearly bought experience
that it will not do to treat negroes like white men when they are in
health ... yet some how or other most of them seem to practice upon the
equally false doctrine that negroes ought to be treated exactly like
12
white men when sick." Blacks, thought Dr. Cartwright, have darker blood
more acute hearing; harder, whiter bones (due to a greater phosphate of
lime content); greater digestive powers; and, a brain nine cubic inches
1 3smaller than a Caucasian's. It was widely-believed by medical men that
blacks suffered such high mortality rates from pulmonary disorders because
the vesicular area of their lungs "is smaller in extent than in the white
14
man." The blackest Blacks, it was thought, were always the healthiest,
^^Shyrock maintains that Southerners as well as Northerners viewed
the South as the land of sickness and death, and those Southern residents
of means would travel North each summer during the warmest season. Ibid.,
pp. 175-176.
12
Cartwright, "Remarks on Dysentery," p. 143.
1 3
Samuel A. Cartwright, "The Diseases and Physical Peculiarities
of the Negro Race." Southern Medical Reports II (1850): 421-429.
14
Dr. F. Tipton, "The Negro Problem from a Medical Standpoint."
New York Medical Journal XL 11 (1886): 571.
7
and the thicker the lips and the flatter the nose the sounder the consti¬
tution. ^ ^
Although practically all Southern physicians took it for granted
that blacks were biologically different from whites, no one but Dr.
Cartwright advocated any treatment radically different from that given to
16
whites. One of his most ingenious remedies was the "Negro Cholera
Cure." When an epidemic struck a plantation, Dr. Cartwright suggested
that the slaves be returned to "an imitation of African barbarism in the
neighboring fields, woods and wilds, to lead a savage life exposed to
the open air and weather, and unprotected by houses." He relates how he
applied this treatment to the slaves on a large sugar plantation belong¬
ing to Captain William G. Minor. He took three hundred Blacks, "sick and
well alike a mile back into a dry, open place in the swamp. . . ." Those
slaves who thought cholera was inevitable were "called up, stripped, and
greased with bacon fat, in the presence of the whole camp. . . the grease
was well slapped in with broad leather straps, marking time with the tam¬
tam, a wild African dance. . . ." This drove away what Dr. Cartwright
called "cholera of the mind." This treatment continued for six weeks
during which the slaves worked as usual in the cane fields. According to
Dr. Cartwright, not one got sick.^^ It is a curious fact that after all
15
Cartwright, "The Diseases of the Negro Race," p. 427. See also
E. M, Pendleton‘s "Vital Statistics of Hancock County, Georgia." South¬
ern Medical Reports II (1850): 352-361, for data which seems to sub¬
stantiate this view.
16
See Cartwright, "The Diseases of the Negro Race," p. 434, for
a concurring view.
^^Cartwright, "Remarks on Dysentery," pp. 146-163.
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this speculation, the faculties of Southern medical schools never intro¬
duced a single course dealing with Southern diseases or the diseases
thought to be indigenous to Africans.
The maladies which afflicted the black slave population were those
common for the day. The epidemics most dreaded were cholera and yellow
18
fever. Killing Blacks and whites indiscriminately, the appearance of
the "scourge of nations" on a plantation was a truly terrifying phenomenon
masters and slaves both died within a few hours of the first symptoms.
On Bishop Leonidas Polk's Louisiana sugar plantation in 1845, out of a
slave population of 356, 220 had contracted the disease and 69 died
19
within a two week period. Dr. E. D. Fenner stated that cholera had
never been totally absent since 1848 and that it mounted to epidemic
20
proportions once or twice each year. The loss from slave deaths in
21
cholera epidemics in Louisiana alone (1833) was estimated at $4 million.
Some doctors regarded this disease as more fatal to Blacks than to whites.
Dr. Daniel Drake wrote in 1845 that "Where the cholera was epidemic. . .
it swept off great numbers; was more destructive, in fact, to the colored
22
than the white people of the Southwest."
A preventive or cure for cholera was vigorously sought by doctors
18
Postell, Health of Slaves, p. 5.
19
W. A. Booth, "On the Cholera of the LaFourche Interior." Southern
Medical Reports I (1849): 221.
20
E. D. Fenner, "Report on the Fever of New Orleans." Transactions
of the American Medical Association IV (1851): 201.
Niles, ed., Niles' Weekly Register XLV (Baltimore: H. Niles
Publisher, 1833)> P* 84.
22
Daniel Drake, "Diseases of the Negro Population." Southern
Medical and Surgical Journal I (1845): 342*
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all over the world. Opium was approved in Glasgow and condemned in London;
utilized in Augusta and spurned in Savannah. After trying sixteen dif¬
ferent "cures" and a half-dozen special procedures in addition, one
Southern physician fatalistically observed "it has been well impressed
23
on my mind that there is no one remedy for cholera." Alert planters
judiciously observed that the exclusive use of rain water would prevent
24
the disease. For some reason cholera did not seem to afflict the
25
slaves on the plantations of Alabama and Georgia.
Yellow fever, another baffling health problem, was largely restricted
to Charleston, South Carolina, Savannah, Georgia, New Orleans, Louisiana,
26
and other deep South urban centers, thus chiefly afflicting whites.
Blacks seemed to be relatively immune to the ravages of this disorder.
Dr. Morton M. Dowler reports treating only five Blacks in the epidemic of
27
1845 which decimated Savannah, all of whom recovered.
Too much attention should not be accorded epidemics, however, for
despite their spectacular and terrifying nature, they were rarely so
serious a menace as were the endemic diseases. Of these endemic ills,
malaria was the most common. First brought to this country in the seven¬
teenth century, by the nineteenth century malaria had become the "American
23
24,
Shyrock, "Medical Practices," p. 155*
Cartwright, "The Diseases of the Negro Race," p. 433*
^^Postell, Health of Slaves, p. 6,
Ibid.
Morton M. Dowler, "Letter on Yellow Fever." New Orleans Medical27
and Surgical Journal II (1854); 375.
10
disease." So conmon was this ailment known as "the ague" that it was not
even regarded as a disease. "He ain't sick, he only got the ague" was
28
a universal expression on the American frontier. Although seldom fatal,
malaria was often the forerunner of more serious illness. In 1822, a
29French chemist isolated quinine from cinchona and produced quinine sul¬
fate. During the following three decades. Southern physicians adminis¬
tered large doses as a cure for malaria.
During the cold dry season, slaves frequently died of typhoid fever.
Dr. H. N. Morague of Abbeville, South Carolina stated that typhoid paid
"monthly visits" and "made fearful ravages" among the slaves of Little
30
River. Dr. J. C. Clark of Jacksonville, Alabama remarked that Blacks
were more susceptible to typhoid than whites and that "many plantations
31had been scourged by such a disease." Both Drs. Brickell and Clark
believed "this form of fever has developed more frequently and fully
among the negro than the white population from the fact that the blacks
are commonly more exposed to the vicissitudes of the weather, worse
32
clothed, worse housed and less cleanly in habits."
Dysentery, influenza, whooping cough, and pneumonia were some of the
domestic diseases which often reached epidemic proportions. Dr. William
28
Postell, Health of Slaves, p. 7.
29
Quinine is an alkaloid extract compounded from the bark of the
Southern American tree. Cinchona Ledgeriana.
30
H. N. Morague, "A Brief Sketch of Twenty Cases of Typhoid, Suc¬
cessfully Treated." Southern Medical and Surgical Journal VIII (1852):
393.
31
J. C. Clark, "Remarks on the Existence of Typhoid Fever in Ala¬
bama." New Orleans Medical and Surgical Journal VII (I85I): 449-
32 Ibid.
11
Taylor reported an outbreak of dysentery in Talladega, Alabama in I85I
33which left I50 slaves dead. There are more entries in plantation
34
accounts for colds and influenza than any other malady. Whooping cough
attacked mostly the young; mumps being more catholic in taste infected
virtually everyone. A severe epidemic plagued the LeCarre plantation
35
and out of 147 slaves, 54 had mumps. Other ailments occasionally
mentioned by Southern doctors writing in Southern medical journals of the
period would include scrofula, chicken pox, worms and yaws."^
Pneumonia was probably the most fatal of all diseases which haras¬
sed the black slave population. Dr. Benjamin R. Jones of Montgomery,
Alabama estimated that one-sixth of all slave deaths were due to pneu-
37
mom a or its consequences. Dr. J. Y. Basset of Huntsville, Alabama
stated that "The number of cases and the relative proportion of deaths
among negroes from pneumonia is many times greater than among whites,
oQ
after making all reasonable allowances for the exposure of the slaves."
33
William Taylor, "Remarks on Dysentery as it Appeared at Talladega,
in the Autumn of I85I." New Orleans Medical and Surgical Journal VIII
(1852); 596.
^^Postell, Health of Slaves, p. 84.
■^ Affleck prescribed, "a spoonful or two of a strong, sweetened
decoction or tea of the china tree (melia azederach), every other morning,
till five or six doses are taken," as sure remedy for worms. Southern
Medical Reports II (I85O); 436. Scrufola is tuberculosis of the lymph
glands, especially those of the neck. Yaws is an infectious tropical
disease characterized by small crusty eruptions.
37
Benjamin R. Jones, "On the Treatment of Pneumonia." New Orleans
Medical and Surgical Journal VII (I85I); 179.
*30
J. Y. Basset, "Report on the Topography, Climate and Diseases of
Madison County, Alabama." Southern Medical Reports I (1849): 281.
12
39
Dr. E. M. Pendleton had the same opinion.
Even more deadly than ordinary pneumonia was its typhoid form.
In 1856, Dr. D. Warren Brickell gave an extended account of this malady.
Blacks usually died of typhoid pneumonia in a few days, some even within
seven hours of the first complaint. There is reason to believe that
Blacks were more susceptible than whites to this vicious type of pneu¬
monia. Dr. Brickell reported, "I have seen but one white person attacked
by the disease whilst it raged amongst the negroes." Dr. Brickell chose
this occasion to level some sharp criticism at planters whom he con¬
sidered "negligent" for initiating a "loose system of nursing and the
inattention to general hygiene during epidemics on plantations."
One of the most perplexing maladies to plague the black slave popu¬
lation was the dreaded cachexia Africana (dirt eating). The references
to as well as diagnoses and treatments of this disorder are numerous.
On nearly every plantation persons could be found addicted to the habit
of eating, clay, mud, sand, shells, lime, plaster, even paper, hair and
rags. Dr. F. W. Cragin reported that some patients would "pick and eat
shreds from the garments they wear till it can no longer be kept upon
4l
them." "This groveling propensity," wrote Dr. S. L. Grier, "must have
^^E. M. Pendleton, "On the Vital Statistics of Hancock County, Ga."
pp. 352-361.
40
D. Warren Brickell, "Epidemic Typhoid Fever Among Negroes."
New Orleans Medical News VII (I856): 531-546. Fogel and Engerman take
sharp issue with this point of view. Moreover, John Roles reported that
it was common on well-managed plantations to enforce cleanliness at the
point of the whip, see p. 12.
41
F. W. Cragin, "Observations on Cachexia Africana or Dirt-Eating."
American Journal of Medical Science XVII (I836): 358.
13
been brought from their native land by imported slaves and the extreme
avidity with which an African will pounce upon an earth worm and other
luxuries of the same class, is but a refinement of the same singular
42
taste."
The results of eating such substances as those mentioned above were
often fatal. Dr. Daniel Drake related that on one estate in southern Ala¬
bama, fourteen slaves died from this practice. Dr. William M. Carpenter
reported that the affliction was most common in many sections of Louisi¬
ana and in one or two instances actually caused the abandonment of plan-
43tations. Thomas Affleck maintained that one in every forty slaves ate
44
dirt, which he thought was related to the "constant use of molasses."
In order to "cure" a slave suffering from cachexia Africana, one
Southern physician suggested placing the sick slave in "stocks and
manacles." A more realistic and humane practice involved fitting the
45
slave with a metallic mask or mouthpiece secured by a lock. Today we
know that dirt-eating (geophagy) is mainly attributed to improper diet
and hookworm infestation.
42
S. L. Grier, "The Negro and His Diseases." New Orleans Medical
and Surgical Journal IX (l853)s 757. Joseph Pitts wrote in the New York
Medical Reports V (1808); 340, that dirt-eating prevailed endemically
among poor malnourished whites as well as Blacks in North Carolina.
John LeConte, "Observations on Geophagy." Southern Medical and Surgical
Journal I (1845): 431, remarked that he had frequently observed the same
practice among poor whites of Georgia.
43
William M. Carpenter, "Observations on the Cachexia Africana, or
the Habit and Effects of Dirt-Eating in the Negro Race." New Orleans
Medical Journal I (1844): 161.
44
Affleck, "Hygiene of Cotton Plantations," p. 435.
^^Cragin, "Observations," p. 360.
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The learned Dr. Cartwright believed that slaves were subject to a
peculiar form of mental illness he termed "Drapetomania", which,like a
malady afflicting cats, manifested itself by an irrestrainable propensity
to run away. "Before negroes run away," wrote Dr. Cartwright, "they be¬
come sulky and dissatisfied." When in this condition without apparent
reason, the experience of those having most practice with treating Drape¬
tomania, the good doctor thought, has been in favor of "whipping them out
Another sort of "mental indisposition" thought to be peculiar to
Blacks was "Dyasthesia Aethiopica" or "Hebetude of Mind and Obtuse Sensi¬
bility of Body." According to Dr. Cartwright:
From the careless movements of the individuals affected with
this complaint, they are apt to do much mischief, which appears
as if intentional, but is mostly owing to the stupidness of mind
and insensibility of the nerves induced by the disease. Thus
they break, waste and destroy everything they handle—abuse horses
and cattle—tear, burn or rend their own clothing, and paying no
attention to the rights of property, steal others to replace what
they have destroyed. They wander about at night, and keep in a
half nodding state by day. They slight their work—cut up corn,
cane, cotton, and tobacco, when hoeing it, as if for pure mis¬
chief. They raise disturbances with their overseers, and among
their fellow-servants, without cause or motive, and seem insen-
ible to pain when subjected to punishment.
Dr. Cartwright maintained that much of the cause for illness among
Blacks was due to the fact that:
When left to himself, the negro indulges in his natural dis¬
position to idleness and sloth, and does not take exercise enough
to expand his lungs and vitalize his blood, but dozes out a
miserable existence in the midst of filth and uncleanliness,
being too indolent, and having too little energy of mind, to pro¬
vide for himself proper food and comfortable clothing and lodging.
46
Cartwright, "The Diseases of the Negro Race," p. 428.
15
The consequence is, that the blood becomes so highly carbonized
and deprived of oxygen that it not only becomes unfit to stimu¬
late the brain to energy, but unfit to stimulate the nerves of
sensation distributed to the body.^7
Furthermore, Blacks, thought Dr. Cartwright, are often attacked by
"a scorbutic condition of the blood which renders them vicious and un¬
manageable." He proposed an external application of oil and lime juice
48
to remedy this complaint.
There was a large number of infections that afflicted the black
slave population that may have been caused by dietary deficiencies. The
49 50
great number of dental caries, sore eyes, mouths, feet and legs as
well as skin lesions are indicative of pellagra, scurvy and beri beri,
and suggest that slaves received a most unwholesome diet.^^
Another dreaded killer of Blacks was tetanus (lock jaw). This
horrible affliction attacked slaves of all ages. In infants it was known
as trismus nascentium or "ninth-day fits". The tetanus bacilli entered
through the improperly dressed umbilical cord; in adults, through burns,
52
cuts, amputations, even minor scratches. Dr. "J" reported in the New
47
Frederic Law Olmstead, A Journey in the Seaboard Slave States.
Vol. I (New York: Knickerbocker Press, 1904), pp. 214-215.
48
Cartwright, "Remarks on Dysentery," p. 159.
49
^Postell, Health of Slaves, p. 85.
Pendleton, "Vital Statistics of Hancock County," p. 360.
Charles Ball, Slavery in the United States: A Narrative on the
Life and Adventure of Charles Ball: A Black Man (Lewiston, Pa., J. W.
Shugert, I836), p. 30.
52
Felice Swados, "Negro Health on Ante-Bellum Plantations,"
Bulletin of the History of Medicine X (October 1941): 464.
16
Orleans Medical News of i860 that "So far as my observation goes . . .
53
trismus is peculiarly a disease of the negro. In over a quarter of a
54
century, I have met with but a solitary case among white infants."
According to Dr. Drake, tetanus among adult Blacks was almost always
fatal.
On the "Old Plantation" infants undoubtedly enjoyed the dubious
distinction of having the highest mortality rate, even less favorable
than that of their mothers. Of every thousand slaves born in I85O, an
average of I83 died before their first birthday.By and large, slave
deaths during the first year of life were due to the common diseases of
the day. Of those causes of death that apparently could be controlled,
suffocation was the most significant. About 9.3 per cent of the slave
infants who died in I85O were reported to have succumbed from asphyxi¬
ation.^^ Black children who survived were often suckled by mothers hurried
rO
or overheated from field work. As a rule, slave children were more or
less filthy and were commonly infected with intestinal parasites of one
sort or another.
53
See L. A. Dugas, Southern Medical and Surgical Journal XVII
(1851); 434, for a concurring view.
^^Brickell, "Epidemic Typhoid," p. 526.
55
Drake, "Diseases of Negro Population," p. 341.
56
Fogel and Engerman, Time on the Cross, p. 123.
^^Ibid., pp. 12A-25; See also Pendleton, "Vital Statistics of
Hancock County," pp. 352-61.
58
For a vivid description of the day to day life of the black fe¬
male slave, see C. G. Parson, Inside View of Slavery; Or a Tour Among
the Planters (Boston; J. P. Jewett and Co., 1855), pp. 153-54.
17
Dr. Richard H, Shyrock maintained that venereal disorders were
quite common in towns of any size and occasionally spread to the plan-
59
tations. Felice Swados found next to no references to syphilis and
accounts for its absence by noting that syphilis is "a white man's di¬
sease," unknown to the Africans when they were first brought to these
shores, and that slavery was a "familial institution" and "when intimacy
with planters and overseers did bring venereal disease, it was confined
to the bounds of one piantation."^^ By 1886, Dr. Tipton could write in
the New York Medical Journal that "I do not think I exaggerate when I
say at least half of all negro men have syphilis in some form, and that
it is rare to see any of them seriously hurt by it."^^ Suffice to say
that this is an extreme exaggeration.
At the beginning of the nineteenth century, most regular American
physicians had been trained only by a preceptor, and there is no evi¬
dence that they read widely thereafter. The lack of urban cultural
centers in the South retarded the development of medical schools and
other professional institutions. In communities able to support several
physicians, each tended to view the others as so many competitors, and
adopted, at best, an attitude of "armed neutrality" towards colleagues.
Such conditions were not conducive to the rapid transit of medical cul¬
ture from its centers in Edinburgh and London to its periphery in
Arkansas and Georgia.
^^Shyrock, "Medical Practices," p. 162.
^^Swados, "Negro Health on Ante-Bellum Plantations," pp. 471-472.
Swados maintains that tuberculosis is also an ailment afflicting chiefly
the white race.
61
Tipton, "The Negro Problem from a Medical Standpoint," p. 572.
62
Shyrock, "Medical Practices," p. I66.
18
Fortunately, during the l840's and l850's the situation in regards
to medical education began to change. More and better schools were
founded. Pioneer schools had been established as early as 1816 at
Lexington, Kentucky; 1823 at Charleston, South Carolina; and 1834 at New
Orleans, Louisiana. These schools adopted the standards of the better
Northern schools and compared favorably with them. Philadelphia attrac¬
ted the largest number of Southern students who went North to study.
Because of the increased tension between North and South and the demand
for more physicians, the number of schools in the South began to increase.
After 1855, medical schools opened their doors in Alabama, Georgia,
Tennessee, and Kentucky. As a result of these schools, by i860 most of
the medical practitioners in the South had some formal training in medi-
cine. Suffice to say that the growth of medical societies and pro-
64
fessional journals closely paralleled that of the medical schools.
It is interesting to note, in closing, that in I838 the Medical
College of South Carolina established a surgery exclusively for Blacks at
the old Queen Street College in Charleston which was highly suspected
by Northern abolitionists of being a laboratory where unorthodox experi¬
ments were conducted with impunity upon unsuspecting Blacks.
^^Postell, Health of Slaves, pp. 12-13*
64
Ibid., pp. 13-15. Also see Shyrock, "Medical Practices," for
a we11-documented account of the history of the development of profes¬
sional journals.
^^William Katz, ed., American Slavery as it Is; Testimony of a
Thousand Witnesses (New York: Arno Press, 1968), p. 170.
CHAPTER II
THE FOOD, CLOTHING, AND SHELTER OF BLACK
AMERICAN SLAVES: I83O-I86O
Food
The food provided the black American slave was one of the most
hotly debated subjects of the abolitionists and their bitterest attacks
were, in the main, directed against this aspect of slavery.^ Modern inves¬
tigators are of conflicting opinion concerning the quality and quantity
2
of food allocated to the slave. It does seem reasonable to assume, how¬
ever, that since the value of the slave lay in his labor, an under¬
nourished slave could not be expected to work very hard. Therefore, from
^Theodore D. Weld, American Slavery As It Is (New York: 1839)5 pp.
28, 31, 35, 99.
2
Kenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-
Bellum South (New York: Random House, 1956) and John W. Blassingame, The
Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Ante-Bellum South (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1972), both concur that the black American
slave's food was less than adequate. William Fogel and Stanley Engerman,
Time On The Cross: The Economics of American Slavery (Boston: Little
Brown & Co., 1974), on the other hand found evidence that "The belief
that the typical slave was poorly fed is without foundation in fact,"
p. 109, and even go so far as to state: "The slave diet was not only
adequate, it actually exceeded modern (1964) recommended daily levels of
the chief nutrients," p. 115* Lastly, Eugene 0. Genovese, The Political
Economy of Slavery; Studies in the Economy and Society of the Slave
South (New York: Random House, 1961), and Roll, Jordan Roll; The World




a business standpoint, if from no other, the planter found it expedient
to keep his slaves well supplied with food. And indeed, there are
numerous accounts of slaves being fed well. Ex-Georgia slave Rias Body
proclaimed, "No darky in Harris County I ever heard of went hungry or
3
suffered for clothes until after freedom." Another ex-Georgia slave
4
known simply as Aunt Arrie reported a similar reality. Aunt Clara,
who experienced slavery in Louisiana emphatically declared:
Marse Mosely ... He was de bes white man in de Ian. Us
had eve'ything dat we could hope to eat: turkey, chicken, beef,
lamb, poke (pork), vegetables, fruit, aigs (eggs), butter,
milk . . . we jus' had eve'ything white folk, eve'ything.5
Suffice to say that a sound business ethic was not always the
guiding reality in the minds of many planters. A significant number of
slaves experienced extreme privation at the hands of cruel inhumane
masters. Cato, an ex-Alabama slave reminisced: "Some planters half-
starved their niggers and 'lowance out their eating til they wasn't fit¬
ting to work. They had to slip about to niggers on other places to
piece out their meals.Francis Hawley, a fourteen year resident of
both North and South Carolina wrote in 1838, "I have been on plantations
where, from the appearance of the slaves, I should judge they were half-
George P. Rawick, ed.. The American Slave: A Composite Autobiogra¬
phy, 19 vols. (Westport: Greenwood Publishing Co., 1972), 12: p. 2.
Rawick often uses a dual numbering to designate the pages in this col¬
lection of narratives. The first set of numbers are the original, the
second set in parentheses is his contribution.
Ibid., p. 4.
^John F. Bayliss, Black Slave Narratives (New York: Macmillan,
1970), p. 75.
^Benjamin Botkins, ed., Lay My Burden Down: A Folk History of
Slavery (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1945), p. 84.
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starved. . . very few slaveholders give them more food than will keep
them in working condition."^ Joseph Ide, who visited South Carolina in
1837-38, reported seeing slaves driven by hunger to the necessity of
g
eating frogs and lizzards to sustain life.
In his penetrating narrative, ex-slave Charles Ball wrote a most
graphic depiction of a malnourished slave:
It is easy to tell a man of colour, who is poorly fed,
from one who is well supplied with food, by his personal
appearance. A half-starved Negro is a miserable looking
creature. His skin becomes dry and appears to be sprinkled
with whitish husk or scales. The glossiness of his face
vanishes, his hair loses it color, becomes dry and when
stricken with a rod, dust flies from it.9
The quantity, quality, and variety of food the slave received rarely
satisfied him. The fact that another man determined how much and what
kind of food he needed to sustain sound health posed serious problems for
him. Mary Reynolds, an ex-Louisiana field hand described feeding as she
knew it:
They bring the victuals and water to the field on a
slide pulled by a old mule. Plenty times they was only a
half barrel of water and it stale hot, for all us niggers
on the hottest days. Mostly we ate pickled pork and corn
bread and peas and beans and taters. They never was as
much as we needed.^®
The choice of rations was an ever-present problem for the planter.
Considering the status of nutritional science of the day and the lack of
^William Katz, ed., American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a
Thousand Witnesses, p. 75.
^Ibid., p. 101.
Q
Charles Ball, Slavery in the United States, p. 47.
Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 120.
22
facilities for the preservation of food, it can further be assumed that
the emphasis was on quantity rather than quality. Tines Kendrick, a
former Georgia slave related, "Us always had a heap of corn-meal dump¬
lings and hoecakes. . . . You better not leave no grub on your plate for
to throw away. You sure better eat it all iffen you like it or not."^^
The kind and quality of food consumed by the American slave varied
considerably with such factors as region, season, sex, age, occupation,
12
and the whims of the master. "At times they would give us enough to eat,
at times they wouldn't—just 'cording to how they feeling when they dish-
13
ing out the grub," recalled Tines Kendricks of Crawford County, Georgia.
14
"Old Miss, her and marse Sam, they real stingy," lamented Rachel Adams,
a freedwoman of Tennessee.
The one staple in the black slave diet throughout the ante-bellum
South was corn (usually ground into meal) and the universal allotment was
set at one peck (8 quarts) a week per adult slave. In both North Carolina
and Louisiana the minimum legal allowance of food was set at a quart of
corn per day.^^ In the other slave states the amount of food to be allo¬
cated to the slave was left entirely to the discretion of the master.
^^Ibid., p. 71.
12
Dorothy S. Magoffin, "A Georgia Planter and His Plantation,"
North Carolina Historical Review 15 (1938); 371; Botkins, Lay My Burden
Down, pp. 71, 120; Rawick, American Slave; Composite, pp. 12; 3* 4.
13
Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 71.
14
Rawick, The American Slave; 12; 3, (4).
1 5
Katz, American Slavery As It Is. p. 29.
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There is some evidence to suggest that planters were not opposed
to experimentations with cotton seed as a possible cheap food source for
their human chattel. General Wade Hampton reported feeding his slaves a
diet of one-fourth cotton seed with three-fourths corn, "on which they
seemed to thrive tolerably well," likewise, when he increased the por¬
tions of cotton seed to corn to equal quantities of each. But when he
further increased the quantity of cotton seed to three-fourths, mingled
with one-fourth corn, he declared with an oath, "that they died like
16
rotten sheep." Perhaps the most extreme case of ill feeding was
reported by Brother Ben Simpson of Georgia and Texas, "All he (master)
feed us was raw meat and green corn. Boss, I et many a green weed."^^
The meat preferred by planters and sanctioned by "authorities" on
slave care was pork. J. D. LeGare in an essay entitled, "Management of
Negroes" wrote; "Of all the hogs I have ever seen, none is to compare
to the Berkshire; for besides a round juicy ham for the master, it fur¬
nishes a large fat middling (intestines) for the negro. And this is
18
precisely the kind of meat which is suited to him." Along the Atlantic
tidewater, black slaves were often given fish, particularly salted her¬
ring, in lieu of pork when it was not in season or readily available.
Beef was sometimes allotted to the slave. One thoughtful planter.
^^Ibid., p. 29.
^^Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 26.
18
J. D. LeGare, ed., "Management of Negroes." Southern Agricul¬
tural ist 0842): 388. Also, in Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 91» Jenny
Proctor relates a most humorous account about the feeding habits of her
master, "When he go to sell a slave, he feed that one good for a few days,
then when he goes to put 'em upon the auction block he takes a meat skin
and greases all round that nigger's mouth and makes 'em look like they
been eating plenty meat and such like and was good and strong and able
to work."
24
being desirous of getting all of the work out of his slaves he could (about
50 in number) bought for them every week, a beef’s head from market. With
this, he made a soup in a large iron kettle, around which the slaves
came at meal time, and dipping out the soup, would mix it with their
19
hominy, and eat it as though it were a feast.
Another staple in the slave diet was molasses. Molasses was often
allocated as a substitute for meat, and was seldom issued in quantities
exceeding one quarter per week. Eli J. Capel 1 of Southwest Mississippi
widely acknowledged as a scientific planter relied upon molasses to keep
his human "stock" healthy and wrote the editor of the Southern Cultivator
in 1850 stating: "For the last two years I have given my Negroes Molasses
with their corn and bacon, and have had less sickness than ever before.
,,20
• • •
Slaves were often permitted to plant gardens, or "patches" as they
were often called, to supplement their weekly food allotments. Perhaps
credit is due in part to the insistence of such authorities on slave
management as Thomas Affleck and Dr. J. S. Wilson who urged planters to
21
grow and feed more fresh vegetables to their slaves.
The variety of produce raised in the slave garden or patch was
19
Richard 0. Curry and Joanna D. Cowden, eds.. Slavery in America:
Theodore Weld's American Slavery As It Is (Itasca: F. E. Peacock, Pub-
lishing Co., 1972), p. 14.
20
Holmes W. Stephenson, "A Quarter-Century of a Mississippi Plan¬
tation: Eli J. Capel1 of 'Pleasant Hill'." Mississippi Valley Histori¬
cal Review 23 (1936): 371.
21
Affleck, "On the Hygiene of Cotton Plantations and the Manage¬
ment of Negro Slaves," 431.
25
extensive and ample even by today's standards. Slaves reported growing
cabbages, beets, onions, potatoes, both sweet and Irish, garlic (for ail¬
ments), col lards, turnips, peas, corn, and goobers (peanuts).
Though slave gardens were common, they were by no means universal.
Henry Bland of Georgia related, "Each person in a family was allowed to
22
raise a garden." On the other hand. Steward Austin of Virginia wrote
in his narrative that gardens were "only allowed to some of the more
23industrious slaves." And Jenny Proctor of Alabama grumbled, "we never
had no gardens. Sometimes the slaves git vegetables from the white
24
folks' garden and sometimes they didn't."
Gardens were usually worked at night once the slave had completed
his fourteen or more hours of labor for his master, or on weekends. On
many plantations slaves raised large communal gardens from which both
blacks and whites shared. "We didn' have no gyarden of our own round
our cabins," stated James Bolton, "had one big gyarden for our whole
plantation and all us niggers had to work it whensomever marse wanted
25
us to, then he give us all good gyarden sass for ourselves."
In his most recent study Eugene Genovese points out that once a
single planter allotted garden privileges to his slaves, all the other
planters in the immediate neighborhood would be constrained to follow suit
or risk a serious deterioration in the morale of the work force and, by
22
Rawick, The American Slave, 12; p. 80.
23
Austin Steward, Twenty-Two Years a Slave, and Forty Years a
Freeman (New York; William Ailing, 1856), p. 14.
24
Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 90. Ex-slave Burt Luster experi¬
enced a similar reality. Rawick, The American Slave. 12; p. 80.
25
Rawick, The American Slave. 12; p. 3.
extension, a drop in productivity.
26
26
There are a considerable number of references in the narratives to
the diet and feeding of slave children. In the main, black children were
fed more frequently and better than adults. The usual practice was to
27
feed slave children from troughs commonly hewn from tupelo gum trees.
Millie Evans of North Carolina related: "They would fill this trough
with buttermilk, and all us children would git round the trough and drink
28
with our mouths and hold our johnnycake with our hands." Tom Woods of
Anderson, Oklahoma recounted a similar experience as a child.
29
Our food was placed in a trough. Each child had a spoon
and four of us eat out of one trough. Our food at night was
mostly milk and bread. At noon we had vegetables, bread, meat,
and mi Ik.30 He (master) gave us more and better food than he
did his field hands. He said he didn't want none of us to be
stunted in our growing.31
26
Genovese, Rol1, Jordan Rol1, p. 538.
27
J. B. Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," Journal of Negro
History 20 (1935): 300.
28
Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 61.
29
c.f. Cade, 1935: P* 300. Short anecdote pertaining to the use of
mussel shells as spoons by slave children.
30
Fogel and Engerman argue that milk consumption though low, "still
amounted to one glass per day for each slave," p. 113» However, if we
are to believe former slave Rose Williams of Ft, Worth, Texas, who empha¬
tically stated, "Milk was fed only to children," Botkins, Lay My Burden
Down, p. 160, then Fogel and Engerman's assertion becomes less than credi¬
ble. Moreover, Thomas Moulton, a resident for many years of South Caro¬
lina, wrote: "I have never known an instance of slaves being furnished
with sugar, butter, cheese, or milk," Katz, American Slavery As It Is,
p. 95.
31
Orlando Kay Armstrong, Old Massa's People: The Old Slaves Tell
Their Storv (New York: Bobbs-Merril1, 1931), p. 56.
27
Other ex-slaves recalled eating from large wooden bowls, cups, and even
washtubs as children.
It was not totally uncommon to find a master who trough fed all of
his slaves irrespective of age. One old ex-slave lamented, "We had very
bad eating; bread, meat, and water. And they fed it to us in a trough
just like a hog."^^
Some slaves had access to specialty foods such as coffee, tea,
sugar and white flour. Two ex-slaves known simply as Rose and Rufus re¬
lated their experience:
The first thing Massa do when we-uns gits home am give we-un
rations and a cabin. You must believe this nigger when I says
them rations a feast for us. There plenty meat and tea and
coffee and white flour. I‘s never tasted white flour and
coffee, and Mammy fix some biscuits and coffee. Well, the
biscuits was yum, yum, yum, but the coffee I doesn't like.33
As a rule, none but house slaves, in particular cooks, had any access at
all to specialty foods. Sister Sarah Skinner of Gillette, Arkansas
remarked:
Flour (bread) was seldom eaten by the slaves and sugar was
unknown to them. Syrup was used to sweeten their foods where
sugar was ordinarily used. They would parch corn, beat it
and make a kind of coffee.
There was no universal manner ascribed to issuing and preparing
food respected by all planters. Olmstead described a Virginia plantation
on which the Blacks drew their rations on Saturday nights and sometimes
•22
Botkins, Lav My Burden Down, p. 125; and Cade, "Out of the Mouths
of Slaves," p. 300, observed that the same method of feeding was uti¬
lized by a Texas planter named Rainey.
^^Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. I6l.
34
Rawick, The American Slave. 8: pp. 34, 70.
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on Wednesdays. One researcher found that most masters could have pre¬
ferred to distribute food to their slaves on Mondays and Tuesdays rather
than on weekends and would have made preparations to establish comnunal
kitchens rather than to allot portions of uncooked food to slave families.
But the majority of slaveholders distributed food on weekends in response
to strong pressure from the blacks for whom the weekend, especially
Sunday, called for a special culinary effort, a practice still prevalent
in Afro-American culture to this day.
As a rule, slaves cooked in large fireplaces common for the
period. Titus Jackson of Hancock County, Georgia reported:
De fireplaces was a heap bigger dan dey is now, for all de
cookin' was done in open fireplaces den. 'Taters and corn-
pone was roasted in de ashes and most of de other victuals
was biled (boiled) in de big old pots what swing on cranes
over de coals. Dey had long-handled frying pans and heavy
iron skillets wid big, thick, tight-fittin' lids, and ovens
of all sizes to bake in. All of dem things was used right
dar in de fireplace.35
There was much variation in the preparation of food. On small
plantations food for both master and slave was prepared in the same
kitchen. Brother James Tillman of Tatnall County, Georgia related that
the same black cook who prepared meals for his family prepared the meals
for his master and his sixteen slaves as well. Olmstead also described
a small plantation on which the food was prepared in this fashion. This
mode of preparation was impractical on large plantations where planters
either followed the rule of requiring each family to prepare their own
^^Ibid., 12; 1, (289); also 13: 3, (81).
■^
Flanders, Plantation Slavery in Georgia, p. 158.
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food as in the case of James Bolton of Georgia, who uttered, "Maw, she
done our cookin' on the coals in the fireplace of our cabin." The
other alternative most often chosen by the planter was to have the food
for all his slave stock prepared in a common kitchen by a crew of blacks
specially designated for this task. Frank Robinson, an ex-slave of
Morehouse Parish, Louisiana described cooking as he knew it under slavery
Several cooks had to cook for seventy-five or a hundred head
of people. The house where the food was cooked was not far
from the mansion. In the big house only the food for the
master's family was cooked, as the mistress did not wish the
odor of large amounts of food to penetrate the mansion. From
this kitchen, the slaves carried their breakfast to the field
where it was eaten up as soon as it became light enough to see.
Dinner was sent to the fields. Supper was taken from the cook
house to cabins and formed the only meal normally eaten at home.
No cooking was allowed in the cabins except on Sundays.38
According to Sister Mattie Logan of Arkansas, "Each slave cabin
had a stone fireplace in one end, just like Master", and over the flames
at daybreak was prepared the morning meal. This was the only meal the
field hands had to cook:
All the other meals was fixed up by an old man and woman who
was too old for field trucking. The peas, the beans, the
turnips, the potatoes, all seasoned with fat meats and some¬
times a hambone was cooked in a big iron kettle and when meal
time come, they all gathered around the pot for a-plenty of
helpings! Cornbread and buttermilk made up the rest of the
meal.39
Steward Austin recorded a most ingenious and appetizing manner in
which the black cook would bake cornbread:
The cook made a hot fire and rolled up each person's portion
in some cabbage leaves, when they could be obtained, and placed
^^Rawick, The American Slave, 12: 2 (93).
^®Ibid., 1: 71; see also John Robinson's anecdote relating to
cooking in slave cabins in Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 299.
^^Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 301.
30
it in a hole in the ashes, carefully covered with the same,
where it remained until done. Bread baked in this way is
very sweet and good. But cabbage leaves could not always be
obtained. When this was the case, the bread was a little better
than a mixture of dough and ashes, which was not very palatable.^0
Roan Barnes, an ex-slave of Morehouse Parish, Louisiana reminisced,
"No cooking was done in de cabins, but all de slaves went to de cookhouse
41
to eat. One woman did de cooking wid de chillun to hep her." Lastly,
Millie Evans of North Carolina sums up:
There was so many black folks to cook for that the cooking was
done outdoors. Greens was cooked in a big black washpot just
like you boils clothes in now. And sometime they would crumble
bread in the potlicker and give us spoons, and we would stand
round the pot and eat.^2
Slaves generally ate outdoors during all but the worst weather.
In winter, meals were taken in the cookhouse or in the individual cabins
before the fireplace.
In addition to gardening, most slaves further supplemented their
diets by trapping, hunting and fishing. Georgia Parker, an ex-Georgia
fieldhand exclaims:
George and Jack was de hunters; when dey went huntin' dey
brought back jus' evvything: Possums, rabbits, coons,
squirrels, birds, and wild turkeys. . . . De fishes us had
in summertime was sight to see. Us sho et good dem days.
Now us jus' eats whatsomever us can git.^’
Some masters supplied guns, shot, and dogs to their slaves for the
purpose of hunting. Ex-slave Henry Bland related, "When anyone wished to
40
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Rawick, The American Slave, 12: 4, (41).
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hunt, Mr. Corton supplied the gun and the shot." As a rule, however,
only the most trusted and loyal slaves were permitted to handle firearms.
Ex-slave James Bolton declared:
Slaves warn’t allowed to have no guns and no dogs of they own.
All the dogs on our plantation belonged to my master, and he
’lowed us to use his dogs to run down rabbits. . . . What wild
critters we wanted to eat and couldn’t run down, we was right
smart 'bout ketchin' in traps. We cotch lots of wild turkeys
and partridges in traps and nets. Long Crick runned through
our plantation and the river warn't no fur piece off. We sho'
did ketch the fishes, mostly cats, and perch and heaps and heaps
of suckers. We cotch our fishes mos'n generally with hook and
line, but the carpenters on our plantation knowed how to make
basket traps, that sho nuff did lay in the fishes.^5
All slaves, however, were not permitted to hunt and fish. Jenny
Proctor of Alabama protested, "Our master, he wouldn’t ’low us to go
fishing—he say that too easy on a nigger and wouldn’t ’low us to hunt none
46
either—but sometimes we slips off at night and catch possums."
The small game animal preferred by the discriminating slave palate
was the oppossum. Rachel Adams, an ex-slave from Georgia, when questioned
about oppossum, exclaimed emphatically, "Possum! I should say so. Dey
cotch plenty of ’em jus’ and atter dey was kilt, Ma would scald 'em in
hot ashes and dat clean’t ’em jus’ as pretty and white. Oo-o-o but dey was
47
good. Lord, Yessum!" Solomon Northup, a free black man kidnapped and
sold into slavery, wrote these words of praise for roast oppossum: "There
44
Ibid., p. 3, 82.
^^Ibid., p. 2, 93.
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47Rawick, The American Slave, 12: 2, (3)
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48is nothing in all butcherdom so delicious as roast possum."
It was interesting to find that the methods of preparing roast
oppossum were quite consistent throughout the slavocracy, "possum and
sweet potatoes—baked together over red-hot coals in the fireplace, or
first parboiled, then baked with sweet potatoes and basted frequently
49with it own juice."
As a final means of augmenting their subsistence fare, black slaves
often were forced to resort to "taking" (which was different from "steal¬
ing"—one "took" from the master, but "stole" from a fellow slave)^^ from
their master whatever they needed to sustain themselves. For if an issue
of food gave out before the allotted time, the slaves had to make do as
best they could. Often they took from the smoke-house, chicken roost, or
corn crib. Frequently pigs and shoats (hogs less than a year old) were
taken and butchered to repair a food shortage. "I remember Mammy told me
about one master who almost starved his slaves," related Josie Jordan,
"Some of them slaves was so poorly thin they ribs would kinda rustle against
each other like corn stalks a drying in the hot winds. But they gets even
come hog-killing time."^^
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Solomon Northup, Twelve Years a Slave (Buffalo; Auburn, Derby
and Miller, 1853)> p» 14.
49
Rawick, The American Slave, 1; 72. See Genovese, Rol1. Jordan
Rol 1, p. 547, for a provocative discussion of the rolesquirrel played in
the slave diet.
^^Rawick, The American Slave, 1; 75. Stampp, Peculiar Institution,
among others, noted this reality.
Botkins, Lav My Burden Down, p. 4.
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If slave holders are to be believed, petty theft was an almost uni¬
versal "vice" on the Old Plantation. Planter/writer J. D. LeGare wrote
in the Southern Agriculturalist of 1842:
There is another propensity among our negroes always annoy¬
ing, and some times attended with considerable loss to the master,
and that is a disposition to pilfer. Perhaps there is no farmer,
especially among those living near our towns, but if put to more or
less inconvenience on this score. In common with others, I have
suffered considerable from it, particularly in the loss of my pigs
and shoats. . . .
After much reflection, I became convinced that my own negroes
were the rogues, or that they connived at it in others. The
thing could not happen so often without their knowledge or con¬
currence. 52
Another planter observed; "To steal and not be detected is a merit among
them."^^
If stolen goods were not consumed directly, they were traded off
to whites or free blacks. This illegal trade caused masters endless
trouble for slaves were always willing to exchange edibles from their
master's larder for tobacco, liquor, or small sums of money.
Clothinq
The clothing worn by the Black American slave reflected nearly as
much diversity as the food he ate. Harvard historian and authority on
ante-bellum life, Albert Bushnell Hart, gave the following compact account
of slave dress;
The clothing of the slave was of every variety, from the
smart mulatto lady's maid, who wore the still fresh dress
that had been her mistress's, down to the pickaninny of
three, five, or eight who went as nature made him.54
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Many slaves were well endowed by their masters with sufficient
clothing. Henry Bland, an ex-field hand from Hancock County, Georgia
declared, "On the Coxton plantation all slaves always had a sufficient
amount of clothing. These clothes which were issued when needed and not
at any certain time included articles for Sunday wear as well as articles
55for work." Continuing in the same vein, an unidentified slave remarked,
"Slave gals wore homespun cotton dresses, and dey had plenty of dem
dresses, so as dey could keep nice and clean all de time . . . and it's a
fact, us did have plenty of clothes.Lastly, according to Georgia
Parker:
Summertime us jus‘ wore what us wanted to. Dresses was made
wid full skirts gathered on to tight fittin* waisties. Winter
clothes was good and warm; dresses made of yarn cloth made up
jus’ lak dem summertime clothes, and petticoats and draw's
made out of osnaburg."57
On the other hand, a significant number of slaves expressed dis¬
satisfaction with both the quality and the quantity of clothing allocated
to them by their masters. "I went in my shirt till I was sixteen, never
I
had no clothes," grumbled Richard Toler of Virginia, a slave for 43 years.'
Freedwoman Sylvia Cannon of Florence, South Carolina, who was born a slave
in 1855, gave the following description of slave clothing:
Didn' get much clothes to wear in dat day en time neither.
Man never wear no breeches in de summer. Go in his shirt
tail dat come down to de knees en a 'oman been glad enough
to get one piece homespun frock what was made wid dey hand.
^^Rawick, The American Slave, L2: (2), 81.
^^Ibid., (5), 65.
^^Ibid., 12: (4), 4l.
rg^ Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 269.
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Finally, Mrs. Rhiner Gardner's succinct description of slave attire;
The clothing of the slave was as crude as the rest of
the things which they were used to.^®
As a rule, there seems to have been a monotonous uniformity in slave dress,
for masters were inclined to purchase only essential items made from the
coarsest and least expensive materials.^^
Most planters made arrangements for providing at least one suit of
clothes per year for each adult slave, or an equivalent amount of cloth
from which their outfits were made. Ex-slave Peter Randolph, in his
provocative narrative described the apparel of the typical Virginia slave
of the 1830's and 40's;
They have one suit of clothes for the year. . . . This
suit consists of one shirt, one pair of pants, one pair
of socks, one pair of shoes, and no vest at all. . . .
This is very poor indeed, and made by the slaves on the
plantation. It will not last more than three months, and
then the poor slave gets no more from the slaveholder, if
he go naked.62
Similarly, Thomas H. Jones in his Narrative of a Refugee Slave, wrote of
his master, whom he described as "very severe and cruel";
Once a year he distributed clothing to his slaves. To
the men he gave one pair of shoes, one blanket, one hat.
^^Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 297.
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There seems to have been considerable disparity as to the cost of
clothing for the bondsmen. C. G. Parson, Inside View of Slavery (Boston;
J. P. Jewett & Co., 1855), p. 152, estimated that the total annual cost
of food and clothing combined "could not have exceeded ten dollars to
each slave." E. Merton Coulter, "A Century of a Georgia Plantation,"
Mississippi Valiev Historical Review 16 (1929): 334, discovered that
planter Charles Manigault spent a total of $8.00 per year per slav&—$7.00
for summer and winter clothing and $1.00 for shoes. Lastly, Eugene Genovese,
Rol1, Jordan Rol1 (New York; Pantheon Books, 1974), p. 551> found that some
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and five yards of coarse, home-spun cotton; to the women a
corresponding outfit, and enough to make one frock for each
of the children. The slaves were obliged to make up their
own clothes, after the severe labor of the plantation had
been performed. Any other clothing, beyond this yearly supply,
which they might need, the slaves were compelled to get by extra
work, or do without.
More liberal planters allocated clothing twice a year to their
human chattel. Reverend Francis Hawley, a fourteen year resident of
North and South Carolina, wrote: "The rule, where slaves are hired out
is two suits of clothes per year, one pair of shoes and one blanket usually
issued in April and November; but as it relates to the great body of
64
slaves, this cannot be called a general rule." Georgia planters George
Kollock and Charles Manigault both purchased clothing for their slaves
twice a year. Kollock allocated clothing usually in April and once again
in November; Manigault did likewise.Most clothing for Blacks and whites
alike was bought in the fall after the crops had been harvested and sold.
In the main, planters procured manufactured clothing as well as
bolts of cloth to be made into clothing. Both Kollock and Manigault kept
records of their purchases of materials—homespun and calico, twilled
wool and cotton, respectively—ranging in amounts from three yards for
children to six yards for adults.
On some of the larger plantations a few slave women specialized
6^■^Thomas H. Jones, The Experience of Thomas H. Jones Who Was A
Slave for Forty-three Years (Worcester: H. J. Howland, I856), pp. 6-7.
64
Katz, American Slavery As It Is. p. 95.
^^Magoffin, "A Georgia Planter and His Plantation," p. 373; Coulter,
"Century," p. 336.
^^Ibid., p. 373; Ibid., p. 336.
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in making cloth or clothes for all. "I never seed no store bought
clothing twel long after freedom come!" exclaimed James Bolton. "One
slave woman done all the weavin' in a separate room called the loom
68
house." Jasper Battle remarked:
Mammy's job was to make all de cloth. Dat was what she done
all de time; jus' wove cloth. Some of de others cyarded (carded)
de bats and spun thread, but Mammy, she jus' wove on so reg'lar dat
she made enough cloth for clothes for all dem slave on de plan-
tation.°9
Pregnant or convalescent women and frequently children were engaged
in the loom room, carding, spinning and making or mending clothes.In
this connection, Ms. Georgia Parker stated:
Chillun what was big enough done de spinnin' and Aunt Betsey
and Aunt Tinny, dey wove most evvy night 'till dey rung de
bell at 10:00 o'clock for us to go to bed. Us made bolts
of cloth evvy year.71
On the whole, the materials from which the clothes were made for
and by the bondsmen were manufactured in the Northeast and shipped to the
major Southern ports for distribution. Toward the end of the ante-bellum
period, a factory was erected for the expressed purpose of weaving cloth
72
for "Negro clothing" at Woodville, Mississippi.
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'The manufacture of clothing was not effected entirely by hand.
William D. Postell, Health Care of Slaves, p. 40, found that sewing
machines were employed on a number of Virginia and Alabama plantations.
68
Rawick, The American Slave, 12: (3), 94.
69
Ibid., (5) 65; Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 63.
^^Postell, Health Care of Slaves, p. 40.
^^Rawick, The American Slave, 12: (4), 41; Botkins, Lay My Burden
Down, p. 80.
72' Charles S. Syndor, Slavery in Mississippi (New York: D. Appleton-
Century, 1933), p. 24.
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Men's clothing was classed as shirts and trousers or pants. Jack¬
ets were occasionally issued during foul weather. Some of the materials
from which these garments were made were listed as; osnaburg, flannels,
73
homespun, and wool. Postel1 found evidence that male slaves wore gar¬
ments sewn from linsey woolsey, kersey, courduroy domestic, cottonade,
74
and lowell cotton.
The clothing for women was classed as dresses, slips, frocks, shifts,
chemises, and sacques.^^ The materials used were homespun, osnaburg,
76
woolen, lowell, calico, domestic, and gingham.
Clothing was supplied for each slave child at birth. Both girls
and boys wore a similar one-piece, dress-like garment called a shirt, slip,
or dress, often "made out of crocus bag by cutting a hole in the center of
the bottom for the head and one in each side for the arms."^^ According
to Jasper Battle, "All de nigger babies wore dresses made jus* alak for
78
boys and gals."' Continuing in the same vein, ex-Alabama field hand,
Mary Reynolds reminisced, "In them days I weared shirts, like all the
younguns. They had collars and came below the knees and was split up the
73
Osnaburg had the advantage of durability and sturdiness but the
disadvantage of roughness. Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 90; Cade,
"Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 298.
^^Postel1, Health of Slaves, p. 40.
^^According to Rachel Adams, a sacque is a heavy loose-fitting
wool overcoat. Rawick, The American Slave, 12; (3), 4.
^^Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 298; Rawick, The
American Slave. 12; (4), 41; 1; 73; Botkins, Lav My Burden Down, pp. 63,
90, 122; Magoffin, "Georgia Planter," p. 373»
^^Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 298,
7®Rawick, The American Slave, 12; (5)> 65; Botkins, Lay My Burden
Down, pp. 81, 122.
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sides. That's all we weared in hot weather." If we are to believe
Francis Hawley and Jenny Proctor, however, on many plantations the black
00
children under ten or twelve years old went entirely in the nude.
Slave children were seldom provided with shoes or more substantial
clothing until they were large enough to work. "We didn't have them till
01
we was big children," recounted an unidentified ex-bondsman. Freedman
George Kye declared, "Children wore homespun shirts and little slips and
nobody but the big boys wore britches, and theys didn' gets them 'til
02
they started work."
Privileged house servants drsssed elegantly often wearing the
cast-off finery of their masters. Their attire, of course, represented
the honor and prestige of their owners. Ex-Georgia slave Henry Bland
related, "Those servants who worked in the 'big house' wore practically
the same clothes as the master and his wife with possible exception that
0O
it met the qualifications of being second-handed." ^ Lord Buckingham, an
English nobleman who travelled extensively throughout the Southern slave
states during the l840's wrote:
Household slaves were well-treated and well-dressed. Even
abolitionists would admit as much .... Moreover, a nice-
looking staff of domestics was a credit to the house. But
the field bands were worked for all that could be gotten
from them.°^
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Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 122.
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Katz, American Slavery, p. 95; Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 90.
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Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, pp, 63, 90; Cade, "Out of the
Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 298.
02^Rawick, The American Slave. 1: 73*
®^Ibid., 12: (2), 81.
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James S. Buckingham, The Slave States of America. Vol. 1 (New
York: Negro Universities Press, 1968), p. 131*
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No articles of slave clothing called forth so much complaint as
shoes. Large numbers of slaves worked barefoot in all but the worst
weather, partly from habit and preference but mostly from dissatisfaction
with their shoes, which were too stiff and did not fit properly. An
unidentified former slave from rural Alabama offered a most poignant
description of slave shoes;
Shoes was the worstest trouble. We weared rough russets when
it got cold, and it seem powerful strange they'd never git them
to fit. Once when I was a young gal, they got me a new pair
and all brass studs in the toes. They was too little for me,
but I had to wear them. The brass trimmings cut into my ankles
and them places got miserable bad. I rubs tallow in them sore
places and wrops rags round them and my sores got worser and
worser. The scars are there to this day.85
C. T. Griffin continues, "In winter the men and women were given a coarse
kind of shoe made from horse hide. They were so hard that at times,
86
they would rub the skin from the feet." In an attempt to soften the
87
leather, slaves would rub grease or tallow into their shoes. Perhaps
Mary Reynolds, who experienced slavery as a field hand best summed up
the slaves' attitude toward their footgear;
We prays for the end of tribulation and the end of beatings
and for shoes that fit our feet.88
Slaves seldom received more than one pair of shoes for the year
and according to Peter Randolph; "If these are worn out in two months.
Or
^Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 122.
86
Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 298.
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'Rawick, The American Slave. 4; (4), 123; also 6; 49.
88
Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p, 121,
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they get no more that year, but must go barefooted the rest of the year,
through cold and heat. The shoes are very poor ones, made by one of the
89
slaves, and do not last more than two or three months." As a rule,
slaves went barefoot during the summer months.
Shoes were most often made on the plantation and many planters
instructed one of their more intelligent slaves in the craft of shoe-
90
making. "Master taught Pa to make shoes. . . ," boasted Millie Evans
91of North Carolina. "We had our own shoemaker man," declared James
Bolton. "He was a slave named Buck Bolton and he made all the shoes the
92
niggers on our plantation wore." Again, "Uncle Ben made up de shoes,
and sometimes dey let Uncle Jasper holp him if dere was many to be made
all at one time."^^
During the late ante-bellum period, when the division of labor on
the plantation had declined and the number of good shoemakers with it,
slaveholders had to spend $1.00 to $1.25 per pair for slave shoes, which
94
wore out in six months, if they lasted that long. Genovese found that
alert planters, disgusted with shoddy New England manufacture of "Negro
89
Randolph, Sketches, p. 48. Ex-slave Frank Roberson reported
receiving two pair of shoes a year. Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-
Slaves," p. 297. Parson, Inside View, p. 152, found that in Arkansas
and Tennessee both "hats and shoes were provided in winter for wood-
choppers and fence-builders, but for no others."
90
Nicey Kinney of Georgia proclaimed that on her plantation all
shoes were "store-bought brogans with brass toes. . .’cause he (master)
never kept no shoemaker man on the plantation." Botkins, Lay My Burden
Down, p. 81; also, Rawick, The American Slave. 12; (3), 4.
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Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 63.
^^Rawick, The American Slave. 12; (4), 95*
93ibid., (3), 4.
^^Kollock paid from $.80 to $1.35 for his "Negro shoes" for his
42
shoes"—a mixture of sheepskin and cardboard which passed as leather—
95
switched to the use of wooden shoes.
Another article of clothing given considerable attention in the
slave narratives was hats. If masters did not furnish hats slaves would
often make them from a wide variety of materials including tree bark,
oak leaves, and animal skins.According to Charley Williams of Louisi¬
ana, Blacks and whites wore "big wide hats . . . platted outen young
97
inside corn shucks. . . ," during the summer. Slave women usually
wore bonnets or bandannas (geles) both to the fields and on special
98
occasions.
There is very little evidence to suggest that socks or underwear
were issued on any regular basis. The rules and regulations governing
slave dress make no mention of these articles. Apparently they were not
considered essential. There is, however, some testimony that suggests
that socks were either allocated annually or knitted on some of the more
99
efficiently operated plantations. And, Jenny Proctor, for one, reported
slaves. Magoffin, "Georgia Planter," p. 373. Genovese, Rol1, Jordan Rol1,
p. 780, found that occasionally a planter paid as much as $1.75 for shoes
for his chattel.
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Genovese, Roll, Jordan Roll, p. 552.
^^Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 297; Randolph, Sketches,
p. 48; Rawick, The American Slave, 1; 73.
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Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 112. Ex-slave Elisha "Doc" Garey
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12: (3), 4.
98
Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, pp. 81, 146; Rawick, The American
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wearing underclothes made from red flannel.^*^^
Black slaves demonstrated a most impressive knowledge of natural
dyes and used them extensively to brighten and enliven their attire.
Millie Evans of North Carolina gave about the best account of the art of
dyeing;
They made their dye too, from different kinds of bark and
leaves and things. They would take the bark and boil it and
strain it up and let it stand a day, then wet the 'terial in
cold water and shake it out and drop in the boiling dye and
let it set 'bout twenty minutes, then take it out and hang it
up and let it dry right out of that dye. Then rinse it in
cold water and let it dry, then it would be ready to make.
I'll tell you how to dye. A little beech bark dyes slate
color, set with coperas. Hickory bark and bay leaves dye
yellow, set with chamber lye; bamboo dyes turkey red, set
color with copperas (to prevent fading). Pine straw dyes
purple, set color with chamber lye. To dye cloth brown we
would take the cloth and put it in the water where leather had
been tanned and let it soak, then set the color with apple
vinegar. And we dyed blue with indigo and set the color with
alum.101
102
Other slaves reported using sumac berries, (red) sweet gum bark,
(purple) red oak bark, (brown) dogwood bark, poison ivy and the green
103husk from walnuts (black).
Masters often set aside Saturday afternoons or evening for slaves
104
to wash clothes and bathe. "Every Saturday was a wash day," recounted
^*^^Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 90.
101 yl . , ✓ *Ibid., p. 63.
102
See Genovese, Rol1. Jordan Rol1. pp. 557-58 for a provocative
discussion of the religious significance of the color red in both Afri¬
can and Afro-American cultures.
1OT
■^Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, pp. 80, 90; Rawick, The American
Slave, 12; (3), 94.
104
It is interesting to note that washing and bathing were often
enforced with gun and whip on the "Old Plantation." Frederick L.
Olmstead, Journey to the Back Country (New York; Schocken Books, 1970),
pp. 80, 182; Ulrich B. Phillips, American Negro Slavery (New York;
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freedman Rias Body of Georgia. "The clothes and bed linen of all whites
and Blacks went into wash every Saturday. And "Niggers", whether they
liked it or not, had to "scrub" themselves every Saturday night.
Continuing in the same vein, Mary Reynolds related, "Once in a while
they'd give us a little piece of Saturday to wash out clothes in the
branch. We hanged them on the ground in the woods to dry. They was a
place to wash clothes from the well, but they was so many niggers all
couldn't git round it on Sundays.At least one traveler, however,
who journeyed extensively throughout the slavocracy noted a conflicting
practice:
I have never known any provision made or time allowed for the
washing of clothes. If they wish to wash as they have gen¬
erally but one suit, they go after their clothes and wash them
in the stream, and dry them by the fire; and in some instances
they wear clothes until they are worn off, without washing.^07
In conclusion, it can be said that, as a rule, slave holders took
the normally mild Southern winters too much for granted. Their clothing
allotment, though insufficient, kept the slave warm most of the time but
provided little or no insurance against the brief but bitter cold snaps
that struck periodically. As a result, the physical well-being of the
slaves suffered in no small degree.
Shelter
Diversification was the most consistent, overall pattern found in
D. Appleton & Co., 1918), p, 267; Rawick, The American Slave, 4: 78.
^^^Rawick, The American Slave, 12: (2), 87.
^^^Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, pp. 121, 147.
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Katz, American Slavery, p. 95.
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regards to Afro-American slave shelter. Many black slaves were housed
quite comfortably, given the standards of the day, and were not reluc¬
tant to admitting so. Ex-Georgia slave Nicey Kinney declared:
Mammy lived in the old kitchen close by the big house till
there got to be too many of us; then Marse Gerald built us a
house just a little piece off from the big house. It was
just a log house, but Master had all them cracks chinked tight
with red mud, and even had one of them Franklin-back chimneys
built to keep our little cabin nice and warm.108
Continuing in the same vein, ex-bondsman Levi Pollard of Virginia re¬
called, "Us had a two-story house wid three rooms and upstairs and
109
down." Henry Bland, an ex-Georgia field hand when asked to describe
the living arrangements of the slaves on his plantation grumbled:
Dey wuz a lot better than dis one. Some o' de cabins
was made o' logs and some o' wedderboards (weather boards).
The chinks in de walls wuz (was) sealded wid mud. And some
niggers had cabins wid boards used on the inside to keep
the cold outside.110
On the other hand, many ex-slaves complained bitterly about their
shelter. "We had old ragged huts made out of poles and some of the
cracks chinked up with mud and moss and some of them wasn't", remarked
Jenny Proctor of Alabama.^Austin Steward wrote that the slave cabins
in North and South Carolina were "not as good as many of our stables at
112
the north." Travelers also responded negatively to the slaves' shelter.
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Botkins, Lav My Burden Down, pp. 79-80.
109^Federal Writers' Project, The Neqro in Virginia (New York:
Hastings House, 1940), p. 68.
^^^Rawick, The American Slave, 12: (3), 82. Weatherboard, also
known as clapboard, is a narrow wooden board thicker at one end than
the other, used for covering wooden buildings.
^Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 89.
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Harriet Martineau called the slave shelters "something between a haunt
113of monkeys and a dwelling place of human beings." Josiah Henson, a
slave for many years in rural Virginia, wrote a most penetrating account
of slave shelter as he knew it;
We lodged in log huts, and on the bare ground. Wooden
floors were an unknown luxury. In a single room were huddled,
like cattle, ten or a dozen persons, men, women, and children.
All ideas of refinement and decency were, of course, out of the
question .... The wind whistled and the rain and snow blew in
through the cracks, and the damp earth-soaked in the moisture
till the floor was miry as a pig-sty. Such were our houses. In
these wretched hovels were we penned at night, and fed by day;
here were the children born and the sick—neglected.
Perhaps the key to the whole housing controversy is contained in the
poignant comments of Beverly Jones of Virginia;
Now you see, dar was good marsas an' bad marsas. Marsas
what was good saw dat slaves lived decent an' got plenty to
eat. Marsas what was mean an' skinflinty throw'em scraps
like dey feed a dog an' don' care what kind of shack dey
live in.115
The typical slave abode was a one room, mud-daubed cabin constructed
116
from rough, unhewn logs, having a dirt floor, one entrance, usually
facing toward the master's house, and one window with slide shutters some¬
what similar to those made for chickens to pass in and out of a hen house.
Fireplaces and chimneys, constructed at one end of the cabin, were usually
113^Harriet Martineau, Society in America. I (London; Saunders and
Otley, 1837), p. 224.
114
Josiah Henson, Father Henson's Own Story (New York; Corinth
Books, 1962), p. 18.
115
Federal Writers' Project, Negro in Virginia, p. 68.
^^^Ex-slave Riley Thomas of South Carolina reported that slaves
on his plantation all lived in brick cabins. Armstrong, Old Massa's
People, p. 67.
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made from intertwined sticks and grasses imbedded in mud. "Dem chimb!ies
was awful ’bout ketchin' on fire," recalled Jasper Battle of Georgia.^
Finances permitting, more thoughtful planters built safer brick chimneys
and fireplaces for their human stock.
The size of the average slave cabin rarely exceeded 18 by 20 feet.
118
As a rule, 14 by 18 feet was the standard size.
There seems to have been no set number of slaves assigned to any
one cabin. Blassingame found that most slave cabins housed at least two
119
families. And Cade discovered that no matter how large the slave
121
family grew, they were rarely allowed more than a single one room cabin.
The census reports from 1850 to i860, as well as plantation records, show
121
that, on the average, 5 to 6 slaves—one family unit occupied a cabin.
The 260 slaves on Charles Ball's plantation shared 38 cabins, an average
122
of 6.8 people per cabin. W. S. Miles of St. Joseph, Louisiana related
that his father's family of seven lived in a one room cabin. Josiah
Henson declared that from 10 to 12 people shared each cabin on his plan-
123
tation. During very cold weather it would be expected that many slaves
^^^Rawick, The American Slave, 12: (3), 63.
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Fogel and Engerman, Time on the Cross, p. 116, overstate their
case by suggesting that the typical slave cabin exceeded 18 by 20.
Genovese, Rol1, Jordan Rol1, p. 524 and Max Berger, "American Slavery as
Seen by British Visitors, I836-I86O," Journal of Negro History 30 (1945):
181-202, both found evidence to the contrary.
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Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 297.
Clement Eaton, The Growth of Southern Civilization, 1790-1860
(New York: Harper and Row, 1961), pp. 66, 101-102.
^^^Ball, Slavery in the United States, pp. 121-124.
^^^Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 297*
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flocked together in one or two of the tighter cabins for warmth and com¬
panionship. Given the cramped living arrangements forced upon the bonds¬
men, it is safe to assume that slaves spent as much of their free time
as possible outdoors, coming indoors to sleep and to avoid foul weather.
It virtually goes without saying that planters provided their house
servants and other favorites with special living arrangements. If house
servants did not actually live in the same house as did their masters,
124
they were quartered nearby.
On the larger plantations, slaves usually lived in little communi-
125ties unto themselves commonly known as "the quarters" or "slave row,"
The houses where us lived was called "the quarters." I used
to love to walk down by that row of houses. It looked like a
town, and late of an evening as you*d go by the doors you could
smell meat a-frying, coffee making, and good things cooking.126
Again; "The quarters am pretty goodj' related Rose and Rufus Williams,
"there am twelve cabins all made from logs and a table and some benches
127
and bunks for sleeping and a fireplace for cooking and the heat." As
a rule, the slave quarters were constructed at a distance behind the
master's house yet facing the master's yard on small farms and turned away
on larger ones depending on whether or not the planter employed an overseer.
Uncle Joseph Young of Mississippi gave a most precise description of
124
Henson, Henson's Own Story, p. 18.
125
^Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 297; Rawick The
American Slave. 12: (3)» 186.
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127Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 147
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the quarters:
These quarters were built from one-half to one mile from
the planter's dwelling; some were much nearer. They were most¬
ly built in a circle, rainbow fashion, ... Sometimes holes
were punched through the back of the chimney fireplaces so that
overseers could see when all persons were present.
Planters usually provided accommodations for their overseers. Ex¬
slave Augustus Turner of Arkansas recalled that, "Often a cabin was built
one hundred-fifty yards from the mansion for the white nigger drivers to
129live in." In this manner he could be easily communicated with by his
employer.
Rarely did masters buy furniture for the quarters. In I85O M. W.
Philips, the well-known agricultural writer and planter wrote; "Negroes
have no need of furniture; they have almost as much as laborers any-
130
where." On some plantations discarded, broken pieces of furniture
from the planter's house were given the slaves, but more often than not,
they had to improvise their furnishings.
The narratives are replete with references to the skilled carpenters
1 28
Ibid., p. 161, C. S. Davis, The Cotton Kingdom in Alabama
(Montgomery; Alabama State Department of Archives, 1939), p. 79, found
that some planters tore down the slave's quarters every few years and
rebuilt them on a fresh spot.
129
Cade, "Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves," p. 296. Henry "Box"
Brown a Virginia slave who escaped slavery by shipping himself to Phila¬
delphia in a box, related that a black man named Wilson Gregory was
employed as an overseer and bookkeeper for his master. Charles H. Nichols,
ed.. Black Men in Chains; Narratives of Escaped Slaves (New York; Lawrence
Hi 11, 1972), p. 189.
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Olmstead, Seaboard, p. 698. Apologist for slavery often compared
the living conditions of slaves and Euro-American factory workers. It
must be conceded that though conditions for both work forces were deplor¬
able, the black slave enjoyed a more healthful work environment than his
urban counterpart who often lived and worked in dirty, dark, overcrowded




among the slave labor force. Planter Eli J. Capel1 reported using
exclusively the skills and labor of his "own negroes" to construct his
132
new plantation home on Pleasant Hill, Mississippi. Generally the slaves
built their own cabins, but with little room for innovations for the mas¬
ters required strict adherence to specifications outlined in manuals and
organized the construction by gangs of laborers and by housing units
1 33
rather than by individuals of families and single dwellings.
Judging from the numerous accounts in the narratives, slaves were
acutely sensitive to the quality of their bedding. In this regard, the
black slave made do as best he could. Josiah Henson proclaimed:
Our beds were collections of straw and old rags thrown down
in the corners and boxed in with boards; a single blanket the
only covering. Our favorite way of sleeping, however, was on
a plank, our heads raised on an old jacket and our feet toasting
before the smouldering fire.^34
Another ex-slave complained bitterly, "At night we’d just take a blanket
and lay down on the floor. The dog was superior to us. They would take
135
him in the house. . . ," Further, Jenny Proctor of Alabama protested:
We didn’t have no good beds, just scaffolds nailed up
to wall out of poles and the old ragged bedding throwed on
131
Frederick Douglass wrote that on the home plantation of Colonel
Lloyd of Virginia, "The shoemaking and mending, blacksmithing, cart-
wrighting, coopering, weaving, and grain-grinding were all performed by
the slaves." Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douqlass (Boston: Anti-Slavery Press, 1845); reprint ed., (Cambridge:
Belknap Press, I960), p. 35.
1 ^2^ Stephenson, "Mississippi Planter," p. 363; also, Rawick, The
American Slave. 3’ (4), 51, 253; 4: 76; 5: (3)» 139.
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them. That sure was hard sleeping, but even that feel good
to our weary bones after them long hard days' work in the
field.136
Lastly, Frederick Douglass, the famous abolitionist and freedom fighter,
wrote:
There were no beds given the slaves, unless one coarse
blanket be considered such, and none but the men and women
had these. This, however, is not considered a very great
privation. They find less difficulty from the want of beds,
than from the want of time to sleep. . .very many of their
sleeping hours are consumed in preparing for the field the
coming day; and when this is done, old and young, male and
female, married and single, drop down side by side, on one
common bed,—the cold, damp floor,—each covering himself or
herself with their miserable blankets. . . ."137
Given the opportunity, slaves constructed their own beds. Jasper
Battle of Georgia sheds further light on this matter:
All de beds was home-made and de best of ’em was corded.
Dey made holes in de sides and toots and haidpieces, and run
heavy homemade cords in dem holes. Dey wove ’em crossways in
and out of dem holes from one side to another ’til dey had ’em
ready to lay de mattress mat on. I’se helped to pull dem cords
tight many a time.138
On the better organized plantations slaves also fashioned their own mat¬
tresses and pillows.
Our mattress ticks was made of homespun cloth and was
stuffed wid wheat straw. Fore de mattress tick was put on
de bed, a stiff mat wove out of white oak splits was laid
on top of de cords to pertect de mattress and make it lay
smooth. Us was 'lowed to pick up all de dirty cotton 'round
de place to make our pillows out of.139
^^^Ibid., p. 89.
137






The American Slave, 12: (3)> 69.
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In the main, mattresses were stuffed with corn shucks. Moss and
wheat straw were often substituted when other materials were not avail-
able.
There are continuous references in the slave accounts to the size
and quality of the master’s house, usually referred to as the "big house."
Hal Hutson, born a slave in Tennessee in 1847, contrasted his master's
living arrangements with his own:
Master Brown had a good weather-board house, two story, with
five or six rooms. They lived pretty well. He had eight chil¬
dren. We lived in one-room log huts. There was a long string
of them huts. We slept on the floor like hogs. Girls and boys
slept together—jest everybody slept every whar.l4l
Jenny Proctor of Alabama related a similar anecdote;
Old master he had a good house. The logs was all hewed
off smooth-like, and the cracks all fixed with nice chinking,
plumb 'spectable-looking even to the plank floors. That was
something. He didn't have no big plantation, but he keeps 'bout
three hundred slaves in them little huts with dirt floors.1^2
Isaac Martin of Texas proclaimed;
My ol' marster he live in a big house. Oh, it was a palace.
It had eight or nine rooms. It was buil' outer logs, and moss
and clay was stuff twixt de logs. Dere was boards on de out¬
side and it was all ceil' nice on de inside. He lived in a
mansion.1^3
Not all slaves were impressed with the "big house." Mary Reynolds,
who described her master as "no piddling man," but a "man of plenty", he
144
had a big house "with no more style than a crib." James Southall of
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Tennessee, when questioned about his master's house responded:
It really wasn't such a big house as it had only four or
five rooms in it. It was a common boxed house, painted white
and wid a long gallery across de front. Maybe it was de gal¬
lery dat made it look so big to us.1^5
It must be borne in mind that the overwhelming majority of the
big planters, was well as the moderate to small planters, lived in simple
two-story log houses, tolerably spacious and comfortable but hardly the
mansions of plantation lore.
Both Genovese and Postel1 found evidence to indicate that slave
housing improved considerably in size and construction as the 19th cen¬
tury progressed. The practice of quartering slaves in barn lofts, barrack¬
like makeshifts and lean-tos, all too common during the l8th century,
146
gave way to individual family units. The slave narratives make no
reference to this development.
^^^Rawick, The American Slave. 7s (1)» 307.
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Genovese, Rol1, Jordan Rol1. pp. 524-525; Postel1, Health Care
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CHAPTER III
MEDICAL CARE ON THE OLD PLANTATION
Nearly every aspect of Afro-American slave life was characterized
by extreme variations due to factors over which the slave had limited
control. The quality and quantity of medical care provided the sick or
injured black slave was no exception.
Many slaves recounted receiving excellent medical care from their
masters. "Our white folks was as good as dey know how to be when us
got sick," affirmed Callie Elder, an ex-slave from Athens, Georgia.^
"Old marster was powerful good to his niggers when dey got sick. He
had *em seed atter soon as it was ’ported to him dat dey was ailin’.
Yessum, dere warn’t nothin’ short ’bout our good marsters, ’deed dere
2
warn’t" proclaimed Georgia Parker. And lastly, Aunt Molly Ammond of
Alabama exclaimed, "When us slaves was sick, Massa Lee would send to
Eufaula to fetch Dr. Thornton to give us some medicine. We had de bes’
3
treatment ever." Henry Cheatam of Marysville, Alabama and Orelia Franks
^Rawick, The American Slave, 12: (8), 313*
^Ibid., p. (12), 49.
^Ibid., 6: (3), 11.
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of Texas emphatically concurred reporting similar realities.
On the other hand, numerous slaves were terribly neglected when ill.
For example, Henry Bibb wrote that when slaves were ill "they received
little or no medical attention, and consequently they were the sole judges
of their illness." Bibb recalled that because many slaves did feign
sickness to avoid work, all were presumed to be lying when they complained
The master would conclude that "there was nothing the matter, and that
he only wanted to keep from work."^ James L. Smith related the following
illustrative incident of his master’s attitude toward sick or injured
siaves:
A tree had fallen and crushed the knee of a young slave. In
the absence of medical attention, his knee began to shrink and
contract. When his mother went to the great house to tell of
her son’s illness, the master responded that he had enough "nig¬
gers" and that this slave was not worth much anyhow, and he did
care if he died.6
Similarly, visitors and travelers to the "Old South" were not re¬
luctant to comment upon the rampant neglect of the slaves’ medical welfare
Frances Kemble, a visitor to a Georgia plantation in 1838-1839, was ex¬
tremely critical of the indifference of some planters toward the care of
confinement cases. She described the conditions in a slave hospital
4
Ibid., 4: (1), 61; (6), 68; (4), 69. In Louisiana, the aged and
infirm slave was protected by state law which required that their owners
provide adequate care and maintenance for them until death. Moreover,
when old or infirm slaves were sold the law required that one of their
children be sold with them to insure proper care. Mary L. Marshall,
"Plantation Medicine," Bulletin of the Medical Library Association 26
(1938), p. 122.
^Henry Bibb, The Narrative of the Life and Adventure of Henry Bibb,
An American Slave (New York; Bibb, 1850, reprint ed., Miami: Mnemosyne
Publishing Co,, 1969)» pp. 117-118.
^James L. Smith, The Autobiography of James L. Smith (Norwich.
Conn: Bulletin Press, 1881), pp. 2-3.
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as follows:
Here lay some burning with fever, others chilled with cold and
aching with rheumatism, upon the hard cold ground, the draughts
and dampness of the atmosphere increasing their suffering and
dirt, noise, and stench, and every aggravation of which sickness
is capable ... .7
Reverend William T. Allan, the son of a slaveholder of Huntsville, Ala¬
bama wrote in a letter to one Colonel Robert H. Watkins of Laurence
County, Alabama who "owned about 300 slaves, after employing a physician
among them for some time, ceased to do so, alleging as the reason, that
it was cheaper to lose a few negroes every year than to pay a physician."
And, Reverence Horace Moulton, a minister from Marlborough, Massachusetts
who resided a number of years in Georgia wrote:
Another dark side of slavery is the neglect of the aged and
sick. Many when sick, are suspected by their masters of feigning
sickness, and are therefore whipped out to work after disease has
got fast hold of them. When the masters learn, that they are
really sick, they are in many instances left alone in their cabins
during work hours; not a few of the slaves are left to die without
having one friend to wipe off the sweat of death. ... Slaves
complain very little when sick, when they die they are frequently
buried at night without much ceremony, and in many instances with¬
out any; their coffins are made by nailing together rough boards,
frequently with their feet sticking out at the end, and sometimes
they are put into the ground without a coffin or box of any kind,9
Acquiring a knowledge of medicine was one of the planters' "musts."
All planters of necessity professed some degree of skill in the medical
sciences of the day. As the cost of slave labor mounted higher and
higher, the preservation of the health of the slaves became of primary
importance to any successful planting operation. Adequate medical
^Frances Anne Kemble, Journal of a Residence on a Georgia Planta¬
tion. 1838-1839 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1961), pp. 153-157.
g
Katz, American Slavery, p. 45.
^Ibid.
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attention was difficult to procure for many of the semi-isolated plan¬
tations. For this reason the planter, his wife, and overseer were
forced to administer to the medical needs of the slaves. In the main,
the duty of ministering to sick or injured slaves largely fell to the
planter's wife. Day and night she had to be about caring for those
dependent on her. It was no easy task according to Mrs. Trescott, the
wife of a South Carolina rice planter;
When people talk of my having so many slaves, I always
tell them it is the slaves who own me. Morning, noon, and
night, I'm obliged to look after them, to doctor them, and
attend them in every way.^O
Tines Kendricks of Crawford County, Georgia had this to say about his
mi stress;
Old Miss, she generally looked after the niggers when they sick
and give them the medicine. And, too, she would get the doctor
iffen she think they real bad off 'cause like I said. Old Miss,
she mighty stingy, and she never want to lose no nigger by them
dying. Howsomever, it was hard sometime to get her to believe
you sick when you tell her that you was, and she would think you
just playing off from work. I have seen niggers what would be
mighty near dead before Old Miss would believe them sick at all.^^
And Anthony Abercombie of Alabama related a similar reality;
My Mistis, Miss Lou, was raisin' me up to be a carriage
driver, an' she was jes' as good to me as she could be. She
useta dose me up wid castor oil, jimson root and dogwood tea
when I'd be feel in' po'ly.l2
On those plantations where there was no mistress in residence, the
overseer was assigned the responsibility of tending to the sick or injured
13
slave during the absence of the planter.
^^William H, Russel^l, My Diary North and South (New York; Harper
& Row, 195^)» p. 141,
Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, pp. 71-72.
12
Rawick, The American Slave, 11; (2), 7«
13 It was not uncommon practice for the Southern planter to appoint
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More often than not, the talents of black women were utilized in
the capacity of nurses and mid-wives ministering to the sick of both
races under the auspices of the mistress or overseer. She often pre¬
scribed for toothaches, rheumatism, female "miseries", and other minor
14
complaints. Ex-slave 0. W. Green of Del Rio, Texas related an inter¬
esting anecdote which attests to the skill and talent of the black nurse:
My old masta was a doctor and a surgeon. He trained my grand¬
mother; she worked under him for 37 years as a nurse. When old
masta wanted grandmother to go on a special case he would whip
her so she wouldn't tell none of his secrets. Grandmother used
herbs fo' medicine—black snake root, sasparilla, blackberry
briar root—and nearly all de young 'uns she fooled wid she
saved from diarrhea.15
Ex-slave Ellen Betts of Louisiana recounted her experiences as a plan¬
tation nurse:
I nurse the sick folks too. Sometime I dose with blue mass
pills, and sometime Dr. Fawcett leave rhubarb and ipecac and
calomel and castor oil and such. Two years after the War,
a trusted slave as overseer. Eli J. Capel1, Jefferson Davis, and Ebenezzer
Pettigrew each had black overseers whom they entrusted not only the manage¬
ment of their respective estates but also the medical treatment of their
slave labor force. See Starobin's Blacks in Bondage, p. 48-55 and Postell's
Health of Slaves, p. 64 for a thorough discussion of this practice. More¬
over, it was interesting to find that Southern physicians expressed much
concern over the widespread practice of planters and overseers minister¬
ing to the health needs of the slave population. See S. A. Cartwright,
"The Diseases of Negro Race," pp. 423-424; Brickell, "Epidemic Typhoid,"
p. 546, and R. J. Draughton, "Houses of Negroes," Southern Cultivator VII
(1850): 66.
14
Postel1, Health of Slaves, pp. 112-144. Federal Writers' Pro¬
ject, Negro in Virginia, p. 75. It was enlightening to discover that Dr.
J. Marion Simms, recognized as the "brightest genius of American surgery,"
maintained at Montgomery, Alabama in the l840's the first female hos¬
pital in the world and conducted operations on black slave women that
established the science of gynecology on a firm basis. W. A. Lewis,
"The History of Medicine in the South," Virginia Medical Monthly (1922):
655-656.
^^Rawick, The American Slave, 4: (5), 85.
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I git marry and git children of my own and then I turn into the
wet nurse. I wet-nursed the white children and black children,
like they all the same color. Sometime I have a white one pul¬
ling the one side and a black one the other.16
Perhaps the most famous black nurse of the era was none other than
Harriet Tubman. Tubman acquired a reputation for her skill in curing
dysentery with a medicine she prepared from roots that grew near the
waters which gave the disease.
Every successful plantation had its "doctor book" or prescription
manual. The doctor books, of which there were several, were written
by physicians in nontechnical terms to enable the reader to diagnose
and treat the common maladies of the day. The most popular of these was
by Dr. James Ewell of Savannah, Georgia and was entitled The Planter*s
and Mariner*s Medical Companion. First issued in 1807 at Philadelphia,
it proved immensely popular and went through several editions. It was
usually sold in conjunction with a medical chest containing the medicines
prescribed therein. The chest, depending on the kind of wood, sold for
$50, $75» and $100. Dr. Ewell was soundly criticized by his colleagues
for writing a book which enabled laymen to treat themselves, but it
proved so popular that similar books were soon written by other physi-
18
Clans.
The medical care of the slave population was perhaps the most
distinctive phase of Southern medical practice. The slaves were the only
group of workers in whose health their employers had a direct property
^^Botkins, Lay My Burden Down, p. 126.
^^Bayliss, Black Slave Narratives, pp. 123-124.
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interest, and for whom they felt a direct personal responsibility; and
for these reasons they sometimes received more and better care than did
Southern "poor whites" or Northern laborers. On some of the better
managed plantations, a carefully devised regimen and sanitary procedure
was provided, as well as attendance by a regular physician. The leading
practitioners were sometimes so engaged, but more typically, beginners—
sometimes upon a contract basis—were employed. Thus young Southern
physicians found in slavery a means to an early start; while, at the same
time, the slave found in the arrangement some measure of health insur-
19
ance.
It was interesting to find that various cults or schools of medical
doctrine flourished throughout the 30 year span, I83O-I86O. For the
most part, these cults were a direct reaction to the excessive and harsh
medication which characterized the practice of many of the regular (allo¬
pathic) physicians. Among the irregular practitioners three groups
gained an appreciable following in the ante-bellum South: The Thom¬
son ians, the homeopaths, and the hydropaths.
The Thomsonians were followers of Samuel Thomson, a New Hampshire
farmer who founded an empirical system of medical practice based largely
on the use of botanies and the theory of permitting nature to take its
course. His two volume work, which cost ten dollars, was widely sold to
planters from Virginia to Louisiana.
19
Contract practice was fairly common throughout the plantation
system particularly in the case of younger or less successful physicians,
but was condemned by the medical spokesmen as "cheap and unprofessional."
Marshall, "Plantation Medicine," p. 129.
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The followers of Samuel Hahnemann or, as they were better known, the
homeopaths, were the most influential of the unorthodox practitioners.
Hahnemann was a German doctor and classical scholar who had rejected the
polypharmacy of his day in favor of prescribing only one drug. Over the
years he gradually evolved a doctrine based upon two principles—the
theory of similars, that sickness could be cured by drugs which produce
similar symptoms in healthy individuals, and the doctrine of infinitesi¬
mally small doses. By the I830's, homeopathic concepts appeared in
America. When both quacks and allopathic physicians began accepting
Hahnemannian beliefs, a sharp division developed between the regular
physicians. Before long the homeopaths began organizing their own schools
and medical societies, and the twentieth century was at hand before their
doctrines finally went into eclipse.
The last group to influence medical practice in the Old South were
the hydropaths, a definitely fringe element in the field of nineteenth
century medicine, but one, nevertheless, that made some converts among
the allopaths. Knowledge of hydropathy extends far back into history,
although it was not until the Germans, in the eighteenth century, revived
the ideas of James Currie that it achieved firm scientific status. The
appearance of hydropathy in the United States roughly coincides with that
of homeopathy, both appearing in the mid-1840's. By 1850, there were
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Since medicine at its best in the early nineteenth century was,
to a large extent, still speculative and theoretical, many able prac¬
titioners were led astray. It is no wonder that a number of highly
questionable if not detrimental practices were endorsed by virtually
all allopathic physicians. One of the great medical stand-bys of this
period was blood-letting. Although the quantity of blood taken from
the patient varied from time to time and from one doctor to another,
there were few who questioned its therapeutic value. Hence leeches
were always one of the pharmacist's chief stock-in-trade. The more
drastic bloodletters favored venesection, but the more moderate physi-
21
cians usually resorted to scarification, cupping and leeching. Duffy,
in his History of Medicine in Louisiana, relates a most vivid descrip¬
tion of cupping:
A small area on the back of the patient's neck was first
shaved and sponged with warm water. A cup was rinsed with
alcohol, set on fire, and instantly applied to the skin.
After four or five minutes, when the vacuum had drawn blood to
the surface of the skin, the cup off and the scarificator,
a triggered spring device which made several small cuts simul¬
taneously, was then used. As soon as the incisions were made,
the cup was again rinsed with alcohol, set ablaze, and quickly
placed over the scarified area.22
Obviously, cupping was a painful process, but, until recent years,
pain and healing were traditionally associated. Moreover, compared to
blistering and venesection, cupping was the least of the evils. Leeching
21
Ibid., p. 31• Duffy makes mention of a successful black medical
practitioner known as "Eanes the Cupper," whose services were widely
used by white physicians in the New Orleans area.
22
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was presumably an easier way to lose "bad" blood, but the sanguinary
medical men of the day generally found ways to remedy this. A New York
authority on cupping and leeching whose suggestions were published in
the New Orleans Medical and Surgical Journal thought that it was expedi¬
ent to "foment the area after the leeches come off." He further sug¬
gested that the fomentation be done before leeching in order to soften
the skin and draw blood to the surface. Reflecting the brave spirit of
the age, he added: "To be efficient, the poultice should be large and
hot, and if a little mustard be added, so much the better." In dis¬
cussing the proper use of leeches, he warned that "in leeching adults,
the error in many cases consists in too little depletion; whereas, in
young children it consists in too much." "As a general rule," he
continued, "we can safely bleed a strong man until he faints; but never
an infant." Another of his general rules was that "leeches should not
be applied to the throat of a child, especially over the trachea."
Presumably, these warnings were based upon common errors, and if such was
the case then the implications are indeed grim, particularly so when
23the author mentions applying leeches to infants one year old.
The itinerant Southern physician carried around with him in his
carriage a small medicine chest containing the drugs he considered most
essential. One typical chest examined by Postell contained seventeen
bottles of various sizes with a mortar and pestle and a pair of scales.
The labels on the bottles read as follows: laudanum, syrup of wild
23J. H. Ross, "Hints From a Cupper and Leecher," New Orleans
Medical and Surgical Journal XII (1855-56): 545-5^7.
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cherry, paregoric, quinine, calomel, tincture of ginger, castor oil,
Dover's powder, syryp of ipecac, tincture of iodine, aconite, cholrate
24
of potash, opium, cream of tartar, and blue mass.
One of the duties of the physician was the pulling of teeth. As
evidenced by the various entries in the ledgers and account books of
physicians examined by Postell and Duffy, the extraction of teeth made
up a large part of the physician's practice. The usual charge was
oc
$0.50 or $1.00 for pulling one tooth.
The doctor's practice covered a wide range of medical and surgical
specialties as we know them today. He prescribed (filling his own pre¬
scriptions), bled, blistered, purged, vaccinated, reset broken bones,
amputated, dressed wounds, and when the occasion demanded, delivered
babies. Another aspect of therapy which was the province of the physician
was that of surgery. During this period surgery was largely confined to
the outside of the body and to parts easily reached through the natural
channels. The closed body cavities, except where exposed by accidental
injury, were rarely invaded. Surgery from the planters' accounts and
the physicians' bills was concerned principally with the lancing of ab-
secesses, carbuncles, and boils; and extracting foreign bodies from
. 26
ears, eyes, and nose.
In an attempt to find a cure for sunstroke. Dr. Hamilton of Jones
County, Georgia conducted a series of harrowing experiments upon a slave
24
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named John Brown who survived to tell of his ordeal:
Doctor Hamilton had been trying a great number of experiments,
for the purpose of finding out the best remedies for sun stroke.
I was, it seems, a strong and likely subject to be experimented
upon, and the Doctor having fixed in his mind, asked Stevens to
lend me to him. This he did at once, never caring to inquire
what was going to be done with me. I myself did not know ....
Yet, it was not without curiosity that I watched the progress
of the preparations the Doctor caused to be made. He ordered a
hole to be dug in the ground, three feet and a half deep by three
feet long and two feet and a half wide. Into this pit a quantity
of dried red oak bark was casted, and fire set to it. It was
allowed to burn until the pit became heated like a oven, when
the embers were taken out. A plank was then put across the
bottom of the pit, and on that a stool. Having tested, with a
thermometer, the degree to which the pit was heated, the Doctor
bade me strip and get in; which I did, only my head being above
the ground. He then gave me some medicine which he had prepared,
and soon as I was on the stool, a number of wet blankets were
fastened over the hole, and scantlings laid across them. This
was to keep in the heat. It soon began to tell upon me; but
though I tried hard to keep up againsts its effects, in about half
an hour I fainted. I was then lifted out and revived, the Doctor
taking a note of the degree of heat when I left the pit. I used
to be put in between daylight and dark, after I had done my day's
work; for Stevens was not a man to lose more of the labour of his
slaves than he could help. Three or four days afterwards, the
experiment was repeated, and so on for five or six times, the
Doctor allowing me a few days' rest between each trial. His
object was to ascertain which of the medicines he administered to
me on these occasions, enabled me to withstand the greatest degree
of heat. He found that cayenne-pepper tea accomplished this
object; and a very nice thing he made of it. As soon as he got
back home, he advertised that he had discovered a remedy for sun¬
stroke. It consisted of pills, which were to be dissolved in a
dose of cayenne-pepper tea, without which, he said, the pills
would not produce any effect. Nor do I see how they should have
do so, fore they were only made of common flour. However, he
succeeded in getting them into general use, and as he asked a
good price, he soon realized a large fortune.
Having completed his series of experiments upon me, in the heated
pit. . . . He set to work to ascertain how deep my black skin went.
This he did by applying blisters to my hands, legs and feet, which
bear the scars to this day. . . . He also tried other experiments
upon me, which I cannot dwell upon.
Altogether, and from first to last, I was in his hands, under
treatment, for about nine months, at the end of which period I had
become so weak, that I was no longer able to work in the fields.27
27
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Many Southern physicians developed lucrative practices minister¬
ing to the sick and injured slave population. Indeed, the care of
plantation slaves formed the greater part of the practice of country
physicians in the South before the War Between the States. In the large
planting sections the physicians were apparently well paid for their
services. According to the Southern Medical Reports of 1842 the average
annual incomes for country practitioners in Alabama were reported as
28
about $1,000 and for those in a small town, $2,000. Dr. Daniel Drake,
a Louisiana physician, reported receiving a salary of $1,200 a year for
29
servicing a single plantation. And, Olmstead, quoting one South
Carolina sugar plantation, related the cost of physician's services to
30
be in excess of $300 per year.
In the opinion of Dr. Charles A. Hentz, Dchessa, Florida was a
good location for a physician to come and ply his trade. He wrote that;
"There were many plantations up and down the river, and the owners never
hesitated to employ the services of a physician during the illness of
31
a slave." Moreover, Dr. Samuel Cartwright noted that he had never
known a "Southern country physician to want practice who was properly
reports of physicians advertising for "old worn out, and broke down
negroes suffering from chronic diseases," ostensibly for the purpose of
medical experimentation. J. Winston Colanan, "Lexington's Slave Dealers
and Their Southern Trade," Filson Club Historical Quarterly (January,
1931): 1-14.
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32
qualified to treat the diseases of negroes."
By the mid-l850's nearly everyone was practicing medicine—planters,
mistresses, overseers, pharmacists, even black slaves practiced in one
way or another, and were in some cases consulted by whites and permitted
33
to give all their time to their profession. Typical of this prac¬
tice is the following advertisement for patients, written by a black
slave: "T. Edwards is a naturally a Doctor—having a gift from the
Lord. My mother was her mother's seventh daughter, and I am her seventh
son ... I am a seven months' child, and walked seven months after I
34
was born, and have shed my teeth seven times." Undoubtedly, such
"medical qualifications" impressed certain superstitious types. In a
more practical vein, ex-slave George White of Charlotte County, Virginia
related his experiences as a "medicine man:"
Dr. Dick taught papa all dey was to be knowed 'bout de
medicine business. Was one slave woman dat even Dr. Dick gave
up fo' daid. Papa giver her some special roots. I ain't gonna
tell you what. An' de nex' day de woman could swaller and eat.
Papa taught me all de roots. Dere's de master weed, an' de
Peter's roots, and May Apple an' Sweet William, an' plenty mo'.
You got to know how to fix 'em, dough.35
It should be noted that many of those practicing medicine were
simply using it as a stepping stone to acquire capital to become a
planter or merchant. This feeling was expressed by Dr. John Moore, who.
32^ Cartwright, "Diseases of Negro Race," p. 424.
^^Shyrock, "Medical Practices in the Did South," p. 172. Also see,
Kelly Miller, "The Historic Background of the Negro Physician," Journal
of Negro History I (1916): 99-109, for a discussion of the black pres¬
ence in American medicine.
34
Carolyn C. Van Blarcom, "Rat Pie Among the Black Midwives of
the South," Harpers Magazine CLX (1930): 325.
35
Federal Writers' Project, Negro in Virginia, p. 75; Botkins,
Lay My Burden Down, pp. 33-34.
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writing to his sister in Massachusetts, gave her his comments on the
medical profession:
You wish to know how I like 'pill peddling' don't like it as
well as Tape Cuting (sic) but anything to make a living. ... My
profession will make me a living anywhere and if I was further
South would make me a fortune. ... My wish is to become a
merchant and if I can raise the wind any way, I shall quit the
practice and go into business again ... .36
All successful planters maintained hospitals or made some pro¬
vision, even if it was in their own homes, for the supervision and care
37
of the sick or injured slave. Facilities for the treatment of the sick
generally varied with the size of the plantation. The larger plantations
maintained substantial hospitals. On one plantation with 168 slaves,
for example, the hospital was a two-story brick building which had eight
large rooms. Such structures usually contained separate compartments
oO
for men and women. On smaller plantations, the hospital was merely an
ordinary slave cabin, commonly called the "sick house or pest house,"
reserved for the ill. Ike Derricotte of Georgia recalled:
Dey built a hospital what dey call de pest house out whar de
stockade is now. It was rough and small but I reckon it help
some. It warn't near large enough for all de folks dat was
sick.39
^ Quoted from Postel1, Health of Slaves, pp. 66-67.
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Planter Eli J. Capel1 of Mississippi maintained a hospital just
behind his house for his slaves. Stephenson, "Quarter-Century of Missis¬
sippi Planter," p. 371- Planter James Lawrence of Louisiana also main¬
tained a hospital on Magnolia Plantation. Sitterson, "Decade of a
Sugar Estate," p. 199.
■3O
Fogel and Engerman, Time on the Cross, pp. 119-120. Also see
James H. Easterby, ed.. The South Carolina Rice Plantation (Alston, South
Carolina: R. F. Windsor, 1945), p. 24. The hospital on the Alston
Estate contained six rooms, two fireplaces, and a piazza. And, T. B.
Thorpe, "Sugar and Sugar Regions of Louisiana," Harper's New Monthly
Magazine VII (1853)* 759, described a hospital on a sugar plantation as
being 64 feet square, containing seven rooms and an immense veranda.
•30
Rawick, The American Slave, 12: (3), 275.
69
The organization of the hospital was simple measured by today's
standards. As mentioned previously, there were usually separate rooms
for men and women. The confinement ward was known as the "lying-in¬
room." Contagious cases might be segregated, while convalescents, in
some instances were assigned a room to themselves. Quite frequently
40
what is now referred to as a clinic was attached to the hospital.
When asked how the slave responded to hospitalization, one over¬
seer responded, "Once a nigger gets in there, he'd like to live there
41
for the rest of his life."
Not all plantation hospitals were operated efficiently. Frances
Kemble described the hospital on a Georgia plantation as a "filthy
42
dwelling" where the inmates did not even have beds or mattresses.
The many recollections relating to healing recorded in the narra¬
tives indicate that the black slave possessed a most impressive pharma¬
copoeia of natural cures and remedies for the complaints which most
often plagued him. Uncle Henry Barnes of Prichard, Alabama related:
Cose us hab our med'cin, sich lak elderbush tea. Hit was red
'most lak whiskey an' us used hit for feber. Den dere was red
40
Postel1, Health of Slaves, pp. 132-133.
41
Russell, My Diary, p. 275.
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Kemble, Journal of Residence, p. 33. At least two hospitals in
New Orleans were maintained exclusively for blacks. Dr. Warren Stone's
Maison de Sante, and Drs. Wedderburn and Nott's Circus Street Hospital.
Other Southern cities with slave hospitals would include Savannah,
Georgia, Montgomery, Alabama, and Natchez, Mississippi. It must be added
that these hospitals were typically small institutions with less than
eight rooms accommodating in the neighborhood of twenty patients. Hos¬
pital rates varied from one to five dollars per day depending on the
floor occupied. Owners could place their slaves either in private rooms
or in slave wards. Nursing and medical care were included in the hos¬
pital rates, but surgical operations were extra. Prospective patients
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sassafras tea fer spring feber, an' dey made Jerusalem oak
candy full o' seeds an' gib to de chi Huns to eat so de could
git rid o' worms. Den us had mullen (mullein) an' pine top
tea fer colds an' feber. An' when us had swell in' dey made
a poultice o' mullen leabes to take de swell in' out.^3
According to Oliver Bell of Livingston, Alabama:
Us didn't have no bought medicine in dem days; jes' whut us
got outta de woods lak slippery ellum fer fever an' poke
salad root; dey he'pa lot an' may-apple root would he'p you
same as castor oil.^
Other ex-slaves reported using horehound, life everlasting tea, horse
mint, wild cherry and polar bark, garlic, comfort root, pine resin and
snake root.^^
The most widely-used of all folk remedies, whiskey, was sold in
tremendous quantities, and it was obviously used both as a preventive
and cure. With opium selling from $0.50 to a dollar an ounce and whiskey
going for $0.40 to $0.50 a half-gallon, it is easily understandable which
46
pain-killer was most frequently used.
Ex-slave Charles Grandy of Virginia related a most amusing anecdote
in this connection;
Anytime a slave got sick or had de misery, ole Marsa Tom would
give him a dram of whiskey. Sometimes I'd go to Marsa Tom an'
were advised that they must supply references, or make a fifty-dollar
deposit for the first floor or a thirty-dol1ar deposit for the second
floor. Postel1, Health of Slaves, p. 90; Duffy, History of Medicine,
pp. 31-38.
il‘3
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brandy long antedated that of whiskey, brandy retained its reputation
as the medical stimulant par excellence even on the American frontier,
although its high cost necessarily limited its use.
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say, "Marsa, I done got a Terr'ble cole f otn someplace. Don't
spec I gonna be able to work today." Marsa laugh an' say, "Come
on, you black rascal. Nothin' wrong wid you. All you want is a
drink of whiskey." Den he give it to me. An' sometime I go back
to him de second or third time, an' tell him de same thing. Some¬
time he remember he already give it to me an' sometime he don't.
All depend on how much Marsa Tom done took hisself.^7
As to be expected. Emancipation seriously injured the practice of many
Southern physicians, and the health of many ex-slaves, since the former
saw no reason to attend a poor black freedman once he had become "no¬
body's nigger but his own."
47Federal Writers' Project, The Negro in Virginia, pp. 74-75.
CONCLUSION
Southern planters first became sensitive to the necessity of pro¬
viding adequate care for the health needs of their slaves during the
colonial period. Through an agonizing process of trial and error, the
slaveholder gradually acquired a working knowledge of sound health prac¬
tices given the primitive state of medicine practiced during the 19th
century. In the South, effective health practices were further compli¬
cated by climate. The long, hot summer and heavy rainfall coupled with
poor drainage facilities augmented the breeding of flies and mosquitoes.
For the black slave, health care was even further complicated by the
wide-spread belief that the African, being distinctly subhuman, required
radically different medical treatment than Europeans.
The illnesses which plagued the black slave population were those
common for the day. The epidemic diseases most dreaded were cholera,
typhoid, and yellow fever. Among the endemic disorders, malaria was
most common. Dysentery, influenza, whooping cough, and pneumonia were
some of the domestic complaints which often reached epidemic propor¬
tions. As the century progressed, the aforementioned illinesses con¬
tinued to harass and undermine the physical well-being of the slave
population.
Adequate food, clothing, and shelter are crucial to sound health
and disease-free living. In the main, the quality and quantity of food,
clothing, and shelter provided the black slave was left totally to the
72
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discretion of the master, North Carolina and Louisiana being the two
exceptions where state law set the minimum allowance of food at one
quart of corn per day. As a rule, planters provided corn, to be ground
into meal, some form of pork, and/or molasses on a weekly basis. The
slave planted and tended a "patch,” hunted, trapped, and fished, often
clandestinely, and took what he needed from his master to bolster his
subsistence fare.
The clothing worn by the black American slave reflected nearly as
much diversity as the food he ate. Most planters made arrangements for
providing at least one suit of clothes per year for each adult slave.
Both male and female slave children wore a similar one-piece, dress-like
garment called a shirt. Privileged house slaves dressed elegantly often
wearing the cast-off finery of their masters. No article of slave
clothing called forth so much complaint as shoes. Large numbers of
blacks worked barefoot in all but the worst weather, partly from habit
and preference but mostly from dissatisfaction with their shoes which were
often too stiff and did not fit properly.
The typical slave shelter was a one room, mud-daubed cabin con¬
structed from rough unhewn logs, having a dirt floor and a mud and stick
chimney at one end. The size rarely exceeded 18 by 20 feet. As a rule,
most slave cabins housed as least two families. On the larger planta¬
tions, slaves usually lived in little communities unto themselves com¬
monly known as the quarters or slave row. Rarely did masters provide
furniture for the slave cabins. The usual practice was for the slave
to make do as best he could.
The medical treatment of the slave population was perhaps the
most distinctive phase of Southern medical practice. The slave was the
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only worker in whose health their employer had a direct property interest,
and for whom they felt a direct personal responsibility; and for these
reasons, they sometimes received more and better care when sick than did
poor Southern whites or Northern factory laborers. As a rule, the
planter, his wife, and/or the overseer tended to the sick or injured slave.
More often than not, the talents of the black women were enlisted in the
capacity of nurses.
Physicians, both black and white, played a major role ministering
to the medical needs of the slave. During the ante-bellum period, vari¬
ous medical schools rose to challenge the hegemony of the allopathic
(regular) physicians. The Thomsonians, the homeopaths, and the hydro¬
paths each did a flourishing business during this era. The drastic prac¬
tices of bloodletting, purging, and blistering did much to undermine
public confidence in allopathic medicine.
All successful planters maintained hospitals or made some provis¬
ions, even if it was their own homes, for the supervision and care of
the sick or injured slave. The slave often played an active role in
ministering to his body ailments. The many recollections relating to
healing recorded in the narratives suggest that the black slave possessed
a most impressive pharmacopoeia of natural cures and remedies for the
complaints which most often plagued him. The most widely-used of all
folk remedies, whiskey, was sold in tremendous quantities and was
copiously used as a stimulant and pain-reliever by both blacks and whites.
The evidence indicates that the overall health regime developed by
and for the Black American slave varied considerably from plantation to
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plantation, and from master to master. Such factors as occupation, age,
sex, region, season, not to mention the whims of the master, all played
a hand in defining the quality of slave life. In regards to medical care,
practices were nearly identical for masters and slaves in spite of wide¬
spread racist theories which categorized Africans as non-humans.
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